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ABSTRACT

Research continues to reveal that school, as a patriarchal institution, is not often a
safe space for girls to enact their gender identities (Liu, 2006; Sadker, Sadker, &
Zittleman, 2009). The gender bias and inequality girls experience in classrooms
contributes to harmful behaviors, such as self-silencing and adhering to stereotypical
gender norms (Bender-Slack, 2009; Gilligan, 1993), which creates challenges for girls’
construction of positive gender identities. In the wake of new feminist movements, such
as #MeToo and Time’s Up, research focused on the perpetuation (and disruption) of
patriarchal norms and their effect on girls’ gender identity is all the more vital.
Following a holistic case study design, the purpose of this study was to examine
how middle school girls’ author (Holland et al., 1998) gender identity in an out-of-school
writing context. The eight-week writing workshop was the bounded setting of the study,
and three focal participants were selected for inclusion: Emma, Celia, and Bailey.
Through workshop observations, individual participant interviews, and participant
writings, findings suggest adolescent girls author their gender identity through sharing
personal stories, interpreting literature by women, and writing about their identity as
girls. Key implications in this study include the need for a safe and supportive
community and engagement with diverse literature for the authoring of identities. For
girls in particular, developing a positive gender identity in the face of sexism and
discrimination within society and schools is vital for empowerment and a positive sense
of self.
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DEDICATION

This dissertation is dedicated to the girls in the writing workshop and to all girls
who believe in the value and power of their voice.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
“We write because language is the way we keep a hold on life. With words we
experience our deepest understandings of what it means to be”
(hooks, 1999, p. 13).
During my ten-year career as a middle and high school English teacher, I noticed
that, in general, male students dominated classroom discussions by raising their hands
and offering ideas and opinions more often than the girls, an observation validated in
research (Sadker, Sadker, & Zittleman, 2009). When girls did participate in classroom
dialogue or group work, their ideas were commonly overlooked, disregarded, or debated.
In one particular instance, my students were engaging in a Socratic seminar—a
discussion strategy that encourages students, not the teacher, to execute and control the
conversation. As was typical, the boys were running the discussion and heatedly debating
amongst themselves. When one of the more confident and popular girls in the class
entered the conversation, speaking passionately about her beliefs on a social justice issue,
a boy in the class interrupted her by making the sound of an angry cat, “Reer.”
Immediately, this young woman turned bright red and quickly finished her idea but now
with much less passion in her voice. After this exchange, the girls were even more
tentative to participate in the seminar, while the boys continued with their exclusive
debate. This form of gendered behavior continued throughout the semester.
Through this situation and many others, I learned the power of discourse and
ideology in the classroom, especially surrounding gender. Gender roles, rules, and norms
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prevalent in our patriarchal society were also widespread within school walls, privileging
boys’ voices over girls’ (Liu, 2006; Sadker, Sadker, & Zittleman, 2009). With one small
sound, the young man in the Socratic seminar conveyed that girls should be quiet and
male voices were more highly valued. Also, through public embarrassment, this small
exchange revealed the consequences for girls who dared to step out from their expected
role. Not conforming to social demands of gender, or even transgressing those demands,
often results in punishment in public spheres, like the situation above, as a means of
behavior management. Research shows that these kinds of gendered communication
patterns are prevalent throughout secondary schools, resulting in the self-silencing of
girls, and thus, the perpetuation of stereotypical gender norms, which affect girls’ ability
to form a positive gender identity (Bender-Slack, 2009; Liu, 2006; Sadker, Sadker, &
Zittleman, 2009). Furthermore, in this defining moment in history for women involving
events such as the #MeToo movement, the Kavanaugh hearing, and the Weinstein trial,
examining the perpetuation of patriarchal norms in girls’ lives and their impact on girls’
identities is all the more vital.
Background of the Problem
Research studies conducted in the 1990s focused on the experiences of girls in
school, and the effect of those experiences on girls’ identities and academics (Cherland,
1994; Finders, 1996; Gilligan, Lyons & Hanmer, 1990; Sadker & Sadker, 1994). Studies
found that in school girls were conditioned to be silent and compliant spectators
(Fordham, 1993; Sadker & Sadker, 1994). This acculturation of gender norms occurred
through participation (or lack thereof) in classroom activities and discussions and within
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the predominantly male-centric curriculum (Collins & Green, 1992; Finders, 1996;
McCracken and Appleby, 1992). In particular, Finders’ (1996) pivotal study on the
literate practices of middle school girls drew nation-wide attention to the problem of
gender bias for girls in school. Through her idea of the “literate underlives” of girls,
Finders (1996) highlighted that female literacy practices— “designed and enacted to
challenge and disrupt the official expectations” (p. 109), such as note writing—were
disregarded or devalued in school. Finders (1996) maintained that when girls’ literacies
are “allocated to backstage regions, resistance remains unnoticed and unchallenged,”
limiting girls’ identities and “possibility for alternative action” (p. 126).
Studies continued to reveal that girls’ experiences with gender bias in school often
results in feelings of powerlessness and voicelessness (Bender-Slack, 2009; Fairbanks &
Ariail, 2006; Lassonde, 2005; Luttrell & Parker, 2001). In Bender-Slack’s (2009) study
of gender roles within an English electives course on gender issues in literature, female
silence was prevalent during classroom discussions, which reinforced the stereotypical
gender norm of girls as voiceless, powerless, obedient, and compliant. She also
discovered an avoidance from girls to acknowledge their own gendered space in the
classroom, choosing instead to “replicate dominant gendered discourse that silenced
female voices and critical perspectives” (p. 22). The effect of self-silencing on the
identity of girls results in a restricted “sense of competence in educational endeavors”
(Fairbanks & Ariail, 2006, p. 317) that not only negatively impacts learning outcomes for
girls but also for the entire educational community. While meaning making continues to
take place, it now involves a smaller circle of voices and experiences, which constricts
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student learning and slants understanding in favor of those already in positions of power
(Bender-Slack, 2009; Fairbanks & Ariail, 2006; Lassonde, 2005; Luttrell & Parker,
2001).
School has historically been structured as a space where girls lack the freedom to
construct their identities in positive ways (Leaper & Brown, 2008; McMaster, Connolly,
Pepler, & Craig, 2002; Pepler et al., 2006), and this lack of freedom is especially felt
within school-sanctioned writing (Blackburn, 2002; Hicks, 2004; Muhammad, 2012;
Wissman, 2011). In the ELA classroom, writing pedagogy focuses on being objective and
concentrates on informative and persuasive essays to satisfy the requirements of highstakes testing (Behizadeh & Pang, 2016; Hillocks, 2002). When creative and personal
writing is allowed, only certain identities are affirmed as appropriate for these writing
assignments, with historically marginalized identities such as female, LGBTQ+, people
of color, and low SES considered unsuitable (Hicks, 2004; Muhammad, 2012).
Muhammad (2012) found that her study participant, Iris, was not given the opportunity to
write about her personal and painful experiences of identifying as a Black girl because
“teachers request[ed] that she censor her language and the description of these
experiences” (p. 209). This lack of freedom to write about identity commonly results in
girls feeling constrained by in-school writing, leading many to write for themselves
outside of school (Schultz, Hull, & Higgs, 2016).
More recently, studies have shown that when used in out-of-school contexts,
writing is cathartic, providing girls a safe space to express their many identities with
freedom (García & Gaddes, 2012; Johnson, 2017; Manning, 2016; Player, 2021; Winn,
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2011; Wissman, 2011). As with Iris, mentioned above, by engaging in an out-of-school
writing institute, she used writing for self-expression and as “a medium…to reflect upon
her multiple identities” (Muhammad, 2012, p. 207). Writing in out-of-school spaces not
only offers opportunities for self-expression, but also a chance for girls to process
difficult experiences, examine emotions, and push back against limiting ideologies. In a
study of formerly incarcerated African American girls, Winn (2010) found that the
writing and performing of plays provided girls space to push back against the way society
stereotyped their identities. Scenes written by participants seemed to “mirror lived
experiences” through which girls saw themselves within diverse roles and were able to
express themselves to the world on their own terms (p. 445).
The community of a writing workshop, both listening to what others write and
performing one’s own writing, is also an important aspect of personal identity
construction (Muhammad, 2015; Winn, 2011; Wissman, 2007). When writing workshops
create a space where female voices are heard and validated, girls are empowered to not
only negotiate their sense of self, but to also share that self with the world. Through
writing, the young women in several studies came to understand their communities (and
themselves) better by interrogating critical issues, discovering new perspectives, and
analyzing different relationships in their lives (García & Gaddes, 2012; Muhammad,
2015; Player, 2021; Winn, 2011). Specifically, it was in the writing of critical issues that
girls were able to make sense of their own identities by understanding the issues present
in their communities, nation, and world. For many, it was also the act of sharing their
writing that brought about a feeling of commonality—of not being alone (McArthur &
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Muhammad, 2017; Player, 2021; Winn, 2011). Through a communal reading of writing
and listening to peer responses, the young women in these studies learned about the
common bond they shared through their similar experiences and emotions, which led to a
greater understanding of themselves and their identities.
Statement of the Problem
If, as research shows, schools are places that perpetuate gendered stereotypes and
harmful patriarchal ideologies (Liu, 2006; Sadker, Sadker, & Zittleman, 2009), then girls
need an alternative space where they have the freedom to use their voices and push back
against the forces of injustice. The specific problem is that without such a space, girls
may find it difficult to understand for themselves “what it means to be” (hooks, 1999, p.
13). As society moves into a fourth wave of feminist theory (Cochrane, 2013), research
should examine how the newest generation of girls is conceptualizing gender, resisting
patriarchy, and redefining femininity, and how this will potentially affect society as they
grow into women. Therefore, I designed this study to contribute to the literature on girls’
construction of gender identity through writing, specifically focused on the experiences
of early adolescent girls from diverse and varied backgrounds.
This study was also designed to analyze the potential for more equitable
educational experiences for girls through writing. Research reveals that writing is a
powerful way for students to explore and form their identities (Moje & Luke, 2009).
According to Rosenblatt’s transactional theory (1978), it is only when the writer’s
purpose is personally grounded that it truly taps into the writer’s linguistic resources in
order to explore the self and the world. While the majority of in-school writing
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assignments lack personal significance, out-of-school writing spaces enjoy freedom from
assessment and curricular constraints which encourages participants to write for the self.
Currently, there is a gap in literacy research on the impact of out-of-school writing
pedagogies on the personal conceptualization and construction of identity. More research
is needed to understand how girls are conceptualizing the meaning and construction of
their own gender identity in the current social and political climate, while also looking
across a diversity of identity markers and their intersection with girls’ gender identity.
More research is also needed to identify the processes and pedagogical practices
necessary in out-of-school writing workshops to aid in girls’ gender identity construction.
Therefore, this study was designed to fill this gap and produce findings that inform
pedagogy for future writing workshops for girls and other students with marginalized
identities.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this research study was to understand how early adolescent girls
conceptualize their gender identity, along with the potential affordances and constraints
writing provides for girls’ gender identity formation in an out-of-school writing context.
This study also investigated potential pedagogical practices that create space for girls’
voices and expression through writing in order to meet girls’ specific educational and
personal needs. In particular, I implemented a holistic case study design in order to form
an in-depth understanding of girls’ perspectives of gender as revealed through the process
of writing. A case study design was chosen for this research study because this
methodology’s main premise is to “understand complex social phenomenon” (Yin, 2014,
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p. 4), specifically from the experiences and personal viewpoints of participants. In
particular, a case study was chosen to understand the “complex social phenomenon” of
gender identity construction from the perspective of various and diverse participants in
order to determine similarities and differences among experiences. Furthermore, a case
study design helped to address the research questions by utilizing data sources common
to this type of methodology: observations, interviews, and personal documents. All three
data sources gave insight into participants’ experiences of gender identity construction
and the processes associated with an all-girl writing workshop.
This holistic case study adds to current research on the impact of out-of-school
writing workshops on the lives of girls. Previously, researchers have discussed
intersectional aspects of identity within all-girl writing workshops, but their primary
identity of study was either race or class without foregrounding gender or the process of
authoring (Holland et al., 1998) one’s own gender identity (García & Gaddes, 2012;
Hicks, 2004; Johnson, 2017; McArthur & Muhammad, 2017; Muhammad, 2012, 2015;
Winn, 2011). Therefore, this study extends current research by highlighting how girls
with diverse regional, religious, and neurological identities used writing to author gender
identity and the specific processes used in the workshop to engender space for such
practice.
Research Questions
The focus of this study was on understanding girls’ construction of gender
identity, specifically through the practice of writing. More research was needed in order
to understand girls’ present-day gendered experiences and to investigate how out-of-
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school spaces offer girls a safe context in which to discuss, examine, and construct their
gender identity. These considerations prompted the following research questions that
guided this study:
1) How do middle school girls author gender identity through participation in an
out-of-school all-girl writing workshop?
2) What are the processes and pedagogy associated with the authoring of gender
identity in an out-of-school all-girl writing workshop?
Significance of the Study
The status quo of patriarchy within society and institutions, such as school, is
maintained through the erasure of girls’ experiences and the silencing of their voices
(Gilligan, 1993). For this reason, learning how to create spaces where girls are seen and
heard is not only in direct opposition to patriarchy, it is potentially revolutionary. Over
time, the amplification of girls’ voices may impact an overall cultural shift in gender
inclusion and women’s empowerment. By understanding what contributes to girls’
experiences of gender, both positive and negative, society is better equipped to make
large and small scale changes toward gender equity for both girls and women.
Additionally, in forming a more comprehensive body of research on girls’ experiences of
gender and identity, teachers will be better informed of the pedagogical practices that
create safe and supportive spaces where girls feel accepted and free to be themselves. As
previously stated, girls often do not feel safe in school and hide their identities to adhere
to expected gender roles (Bender-Slack, 2009; Liu, 2006; Sadker, Sadker, & Zittleman,
2009). While it is beneficial to create spaces of safety out-of-school, teachers must also
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work to build strong and supportive communities in classrooms where all student
identities are validated and honored.
This study also aims to inform decisions made by policymakers in the allocation
of national and public funds. Funding for out-of-school programs continues to decline
even though research shows the benefits of these spaces, especially for students who feel
displaced in school (Afterschool Alliance, 2020; National Conference of State Legislators
[NCSL], 2020). Reducing the financial viability for these programs does a disservice to
students and places greater burden on schools and teachers to meet every need of
students, instead of seeing out-of-school programs as a necessary additive to school. By
researching the potential for out-of-school spaces, policymakers may be encouraged to
champion alternative learning spaces that meet the needs of students on the margins.
Positionality Statements
My personal experiences of gender identity have impacted my desire to enact this
research. In particular, growing up within the 1990’s boom in research on girls and
education affected my conceptions of being a girl and my future possibilities. My
teachers consistently purported the message that girls could be anything they wanted to
be, and yet society continually expressed the opposite. Internally, I believed my teachers’
messages and pushed back against voices in my family and church who told me my
gender required submission. However, my resistance was enacted behind the scenes,
typically in my personal writings, as I was conditioned to never outwardly contradict
authority. When considering my future, women that I looked up to had careers typically
considered “female,” such as teaching and administrative work, while men capitalized on
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high-level jobs, including my father who worked in sales at a large, multinational
corporation. In failing to have female role models that demonstrated what career options
were open to me, I, therefore, could not envision myself in male-dominated jobs.
Ultimately, I was living in a historical moment of flux for girls, and I simultaneously
questioned prescribed female gender roles even as I absorbed them.
In school, I was selected for honors classes and advanced programs, but still
unconsciously received the message that boys would always be smarter than me,
especially in math and science. I also learned early on that my success in school was not
due to my being innately smart, as that attribute was only reserved for boys; instead, I
was simply a hard worker. As I progressed through school, I learned that my future
potential as a girl would always require extra effort in order to compete against boys who
were considered “innately superior.” This was communicated in small ways—in being
talked over by boys in class, having my opinions overlooked, and receiving less teacher
attention than boys. After years of experiences in the classroom in which my voice and
thoughts were devalued and unheard, I unconsciously began to self-silence and fade into
the background of my classes and social circles. It was only in the quiet of my room after
school that I put my true feelings, emotions, and experiences down in writing as a way to
maintain agency over my life. For this reason, I am interested in how girls’ experiences
of gender are different or the same today as they were when I was growing up and how
writing can offer space for girls’ empowerment and voice.
As a consequence, my identity as a White, cisgender, middle-class woman has
implications for this study and is important to acknowledge when working with girls
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from diverse backgrounds. There is always the potential for misunderstanding or
misinterpretation when working with people who have different identities than my own.
Thus, I endeavored to present data through the voices of participants and put aside my
own assumptions of their experiences. Checking my perceptions of the data with
participants was helpful in this area and offered greater clarity to the ways that I could
have potentially misinterpreted data or essentialized participants and their experiences. I
fully acknowledge that my own identity impacts my perceptions of events and
interactions; therefore, I worked to be transparent throughout data collection and analysis
in order to remain true to the participants and their personal stories and experiences of
gender.
The positionality of the co-leader of the workshop, Natalie Thomas (pseudonym),
also impacted the study, particularly the curriculum and pedagogy selected and enacted
for the workshop. In the following positionality statement, Thomas described her
positionality in relation to her identities, background, and education:
I [Thomas] identify as a middle-class, straight white woman, born and
raised in the rural Southeast. Outside of one year in the United Kingdom while
obtaining my Master’s Degree (2015), I have lived exclusively in the Southeast
for my entire adult life. My childhood in a conservative household and church
congregation shaped my worldview, and it was not until I reached my early
twenties that I began to more fully grasp the concepts of gender identity,
recognizing how a childhood of being taught a woman’s place was submissive
and “helpmate” shaped my relationships and self-confidence.
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My Master’s degree is in writing and teaching, and I have a Bachelor’s
degree in English. After finishing graduate school, I founded a nonprofit
organization that provided free creative writing workshops in the community. The
guiding principle of this organization was to provide students with uninhibited,
ungraded space to write, with a special focus on students who identified as nonneurotypical. My choice to focus on this population came from several years
working as a behavior technician and applied behavior analyst, seeing first-hand
how autistic students and students with learning differences lacked authentic
opportunities to express themselves creatively.
I believe it is critical for students to express themselves in writing, even
when those topics are messy or difficult. As a woman with white, straight, nondisabled, and cisgender identities, I work to construct safe spaces where I can step
back, helping students feel comfortable both writing about and discussing their
feelings and experiences.
Therefore, it was not only my positionality that affected the study and workshop, but
Thomas’s social positions, life experiences, and career training also contributed to the
creation and implementation of the workshop as well as the way gender identity was
conceptualized and discussed.
Definition of Terms
There are several terms used in this research study that could potentially have a
variety of definitions. In order to produce the greatest clarity of data, the subsequent
terms will be defined as follows:
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Identity: Perceptions of self that are constructed through social and cultural
contexts, consistently maintained, and fluid between contexts (Holland,
Lachicotte, Skinner & Cain, 1998).
Gender: A material and performative identity learned through discursively
determined behaviors and through lived, bodily attributes assigned to the binary
categories of man and woman (Barad, 2008; Butler, 1990).
Feminist Theory: A philosophical, academic, and social movement focused on
ending the struggle of sexist oppression through the examination of gender
inequality, women’s subordination, and the physical realities of gender (Barad,
2008; hooks, 1984; Kruks, 2010).
Intersectionality: The connection and interaction between classifications of
identity, historically focusing on race and gender, and the structures of power
present within these interactions (Crenshaw, 1989).
Figured Worlds: “Socially and culturally constructed realm[s] of interpretation”
in which certain identities are recognized, assigned valued, and perpetuated
through performance and embodiment (Holland et al., 1998, p. 52).
Authoring: The agentive process of deconstructing limiting identities and
reconstructing self-selected identities (Holland et al., 1998).
Summary
As previous research has shown, school is not often a safe place for girls. In
reality, school is a microcosm of our larger patriarchal society and a space where girls
continue to experience gender bias, sexism, and inequality. Being positioned into roles of
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inferiority in classrooms contributes to girls’ struggle against systemic oppression, which
often leads to self-silencing, gender-normed behavior, and challenges in constructing a
positive gender identity. For this reason, girls in early adolescence commonly experience
both educational and psychological disadvantages. However, a small body of research on
out-of-school writing workshops for girls is showing promising possibilities for creative
spaces where girls’ voices are acknowledged, validated, and honored. More research is,
therefore, needed to understand the potential for out-of-school writing workshops and the
specific ways that writing practices can encourage girls’ positive construction of their
gender identities.
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CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW
“And this drive to self-knowledge, for women, is more than a search for
identity: it is part of our refusal of the self-destructiveness of maledominated society” (Rich, 1979, p. 35).
This chapter reviews the theoretical framework and literature pertinent to the
topic of early adolescent girls and the construction of gender identity through writing.
First, this review develops a theoretical foundation for the discussion of gender identity
through an explanation of figured worlds theory (Holland et al., 1998) and feminist
theory, paying particular attention to an intersectional approach to identities. To create a
background for this study, the second section of the review focuses on past research and
literature on gender, adolescent girls, education, and writing. The beginning of this
section discusses the connection between girls’ use of language and writing with regard
to gender identity formation. Next, the role of education, school, and curriculum in girls’
construction of gender identity is examined. Finally, I provide details on early adolescent
development for girls and the effect of this period of life on girls’ construction of gender
identity. A third and final section offers information on out-of-school writing, as
compared to in-school writing, showing the benefits of after-school spaces for the
freedom of writing about identities. The review concludes with information focused on
the development of the writing workshop, both in-school and out-of-school.
Theoretical Framework
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In order to provide an understanding and discussion of gender identity, this
section elucidates the figured worlds theory (Holland et al., 1998) of identity, along with
its key constructs of positioning, authoring, and making new worlds. Furthermore, I
discuss feminist theory in relation to the conceptualization of gender and in conjunction
with an examination of intersectionality. Lastly, the connection between these two
theories—figured worlds theory and feminist theory—is provided.
Figured Worlds Theory and Identity
Figured worlds theory, as purported by Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, and Cain
(1998), takes a sociocultural view of identity, while also emphasizing agency within the
process of identity construction. Figured worlds are defined as “socially and culturally
constructed realm[s] of interpretation” (p. 52), and it is in the everyday activities and
participation of members that figured worlds come to be formed, maintained, and reformed over time. Through the use of specific cultural artifacts, both material and
symbolic, members establish and reaffirm rules and norms of appropriate ways of being,
speaking, and relating, while also developing shared group values and identities.
Figured worlds theory (Holland et al., 1998) defines identity as “the way a person
understands and views himself (or herself), and is often viewed by others,” and the
symbolic artifact of language is a vital element in creating “a perception of self that can
be fairly constantly achieved” (p. 68). Language generates a model for what it means to
be part of a figured world and also reveals how past experiences are interpreted within
that figured world. Therefore, identities are formed through a personal identification with
a figured world, an acceptance of one’s role, and the internalization of normed social
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speech within that space. The three key constructs of figured worlds theory include
positioning, authoring, and making new worlds, with a stronger focus on positioning and
authoring and their connection to feminist theory.
Positioning
One of the most important aspects of identity formation within figured worlds is
that of positionality. Holland et al. (1998) posit, “Positional identities have to do with the
day-to-day…relations of power” (p. 127), and, as socially and historically constructed
spaces, all figured worlds maintain an established hierarchical system which directly
influences the identities afforded to and accepted by members. Those in power in a
figured world maintain their power through the reinforcement of hierarchy and by subtly
teaching newcomers (through social interaction and artifacts) their positional identity
within the system. While figured worlds are individually unique spaces, there are social
hierarchies and divisions, such as gender, class, race, and ethnicity, that cut across all
figured worlds and stereotypically privilege the majority members of these social
categories. Specifically, for women, a group “forced into positions of lesser power”
(Holland et al., 1998, p. 131), each additional demographic marker (race, class, and
sexual orientation) compounds the limitation of roles offered and accepted in figured
worlds, thus positioning the already marginalized and vulnerable into deeper roles of
voicelessness and disempowerment.
Authoring
Positional identities, however, are not fully fixed and can be maneuvered through
the process of authoring. Drawn from Bakhtin’s theory of Dialogism (1981), Bakhtin
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posits all people “exist in a state of being ‘addressed’ and in the process of ‘answering’”
(p. 169). Within figured worlds, language used to reify positional identities is the first
dialogic aspect of “being addressed.” This then requires a response—the second dialogic
aspect of “answering”—that allows people to maneuver between the constraints and
possibilities of language. Authoring takes place in the space of “answering” where a
person is able to reject the identities and positions they are afforded.
Additionally, humans are a complex construction of multiple identities built
through membership in numerous figured worlds, and it is through the various positions
afforded in different worlds that a person begins to experience conflict or “disruption”—
the critical awareness of power structure. These “‘collisions’ within figured worlds
provide spaces for individuals to author new identities” and obtain agentive roles in the
reformation of social hierarchies (Chaffee, 2016, p. 31). In order to agentively
deconstruct limiting categorizations, critical consciousness (Freire, 1970) is necessary to
interrogate “how [social speech] was used, how it communicated power and authority,
and how it was inscribed with status and influence” (Holland et al., 1998, p. 178). In this
way, people are able to author their own identities through the reorientation of internal
discourse. By rethinking and reorganizing ingrained social speech into new and free inner
speech, a person develops their own “authorial stance” (p. 183), and within this stance
“old ‘answers’ about who one is may be undone” (p. 189).
Making New Worlds
The final key construct of figured worlds is the making of new worlds through the
significant and sustained authoring of members. Drawing from Vygotsky’s Mind in
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Society (1978), Holland et al. propose people create liberating identities through play— a
construct defined by Vygotsky as the “imaginary, illusory world in which the
unrealizable desires can be realized” (p. 93). Play happens in imagined worlds when
people become actors performing a role (Butler, 1990; Goffman, 1959), and “through
play [their] fancied selves become material” (Holland et al., 1998, p. 236). In order to
move from imaginary worlds to new worlds, the multiple identities present in a person
must conflict. As a person’s identities struggle and clash with one another, a “space of
freedom” opens where play is used to enact a desired outcome. When these imagined
worlds of play become concrete, a new figured world is born, replete with new figured
identities. However, new figured worlds are often difficult to form, especially for those in
marginalized groups who lack the power and positionality to enact large-scale change.
While figured worlds theory is helpful in understanding identity as multiple,
complex, and ever changing, it maintains a broad definition of identity that does not
address the challenges and intricacies specific to the construction of female gender
identity. For this reason, I will also be including elements of feminist theory in my
framework to better identify and understand the nuanced, gendered experiences of girls.
Feminist Theory
Similar to figured worlds theory, ideologies of feminist theory posit identity is a
continuous process of reconstruction through both performance and embodiment in
material and social spaces (Barad, 2008; Butler, 1990; De Beauvoir, 1953). Specifically
contradicting the idea of biological essentialism which argues gender is innate and
unalterable, feminist theory adheres to De Beauvoir’s (1953) famous statement, “one is
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not born, but rather becomes a woman” (p. 283). When thinking about what it means to
be a woman, often sex— “the invariant, anatomically distinct, and factic aspects of the
female body”—is used as proof for natural, corporeal female gender traits (Butler, 1986,
p. 35). Yet, even biological markers of sex are not binary (Fausto-Sterling, 2003). As De
Beauvoir (1953) argued in The Second Sex, throughout history the meaning associated
with sex and being a woman has been determined and defined by men. Even specifically
female biological experiences such as menstruation and pregnancy, while having an
embodied meaning in and of themselves, have been regarded negatively through the lens
of patriarchal society. It seems that as long as “humanity is male and man defines woman
not in herself but as relative to him,” cultural interpretation of being “woman” will
always be that of the deviant (De Beauvoir, 1953, p. xvi).
If gender is not determined by sex, how does one become a woman? Building
from De Beauvoir’s (1953) ideas and including a poststructuralist perspective, Butler’s
(1990) theory of performative identities asserts that gender is learned through social and
cultural imitation. Foundational to performative theory is the belief that there are no
stable or coherent definitions of gender identity, nor is there a gender binary. Instead,
Butler views gender as both a choice and an acculturation— “a process of constructing
ourselves” by appropriating culturally determined acts and behaviors (Butler, 1986, p.
36). Specifically, through discourse, genders are marked and given meaning, ascribing
certain traits to what is defined as feminine and masculine. However, when giving
meaning to gender identity, the “cause” is often confused with the “result” (p. 34),
believing woman maintain certain traits because they ascribe to the identity of “woman.”
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Conversely, Butler argues “there is no gender identity behind the expression of gender;
that identity is performatively constituted by the very ‘expressions’ that are said to be its
result” (p. 33). Ultimately, through Butler’s theory, gender is viewed as a social
construct—a way of being in the world, a performance. To be a woman is to perform the
role of woman.
However, when considering gender from a posthumanist perspective, material
feminists argue that theorizing gender as solely a performance undervalues the physical
and bodily experiences of identity and gender (Barad, 2008; Kruks, 2010; Tuana, 2008).
According to Barad (2008), “Language has been granted too much power,” which has
created a dichotomy between the material and the discursive (p. 120). What biological
essentialism and performativity failed to grasp are the connections, relationships, and
(using Barad’s term) intra-actions between reality and language, the biological and the
social, experiences and bodies. Rather than a dichotomy, structures of gender encompass
the “material social facts that each individual must relate to and deal with” (Young, 1999,
p. 220). To be in the body of a woman is to experience the body as agentive, but also
limited or constrained by both social, cultural structures and lived, embodied experiences
that perpetuate the oppression of women. As stated by Kruks (2010):
The particular problem of “becoming a woman” is that one is always engaged in
a project in which one’s potentialities as a free, agentic human being can never
escape the facticities of one’s organic body and other life-attributes, including a
discursive and social regime through which one is subjected to systematically
inferiorized otherness. (p. 264)
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Therefore, becoming a woman is not independent of intra-actions between humans and
the material world, instead it emerges from them, containing both opportunities and
constraints within which women construct their gender identity.
As determined by a long history of feminist theory, gender identity is a complex
process involving not only the individual, but also societal, cultural, and material
expectations, norms, ideologies, discourses, and embodiment (Barad, 2008; Butler, 1990;
De Beauvoir, 1953). For that reason, focusing solely on gender identity without
considering the impact and interconnectedness of other identities, such as race, class, and
sexuality, overlooks important aspects of the lived experiences of women and girls. In
fact, a major criticism of feminist theory in the 20th century was its focus on the
experiences of White, heterosexual, middle-class women (Butler, 1990; Tong & Botts,
2018). Particularly, books such as The Feminine Mystique (Friedan, 1963) highlighted the
oppression of the housewife, problematizing a woman’s lack of agency to claim a career
and financial independence outside of marriage and childbearing. Absent from Friedan’s
and other White feminist critiques were the experiences of non-White women who were
already working outside the home while raising families and dealing with issues of
oppression that extended beyond sexism to the intersection of classism and racism as well
(Crenshaw, 1989; hooks, 1984; Lorde, 1984). According to critical feminist bell hooks
(1984), “Privileged feminists have largely been unable to speak to, with, and for diverse
groups of women because they either do not understand fully the inter-relatedness of sex,
race, and class oppression or refuse to take this inter-relatedness seriously” (p. 14). Thus,
having fallen “between the cracks of both feminist and anti-racist discourses” (Davis,
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2008, p. 68), Black women claimed their own space through movements in feminist
scholarship, such as Womanism and intersectionality, where their unique struggles and
experiences were validated and given voice.
Womanism
First coined by author Alice Walker in her 1984 collection of essays, the term
Womanism denotes Black women’s interpretation of feminism and is often
interchangeable with the term “Black feminist” (xi). The heart of Womanism is the
intersection of femininity and race, as opposed to other identity markers such as class,
with Blackness being the lens through which womanhood is viewed. Through the voices
of prominent authors and intellectuals like Ntozake Shange, Angela Davis, Toni
Morrison, and Audre Lorde, the silence surrounding the experiences of Black women
broke, creating “a self-defined, collective black women's standpoint about black
womanhood” (Collins, 1996, p. 9). Viewing traditional feminist theory as
“whitewashed”, Lorde (1984) speaks to the “built in privilege of whiteness” in the
definition of woman, making “women of Color become ‘other,’ the outsider” (p. 117).
Because traditional feminism refused to recognize difference within women’s
experiences, Lorde asserted homogeneity is often mistaken for unity and Black feminist
experiences are deemed a “betrayal” to the overall feminist movement (p. 119). By
refusing to adhere to the racism inherent in feminist theory, the Womanist movement
sought to place Black women’s experiences and voices at “the center of analysis”
(Collins, 2000, p. vii). However, a critique of Womanism was its concentration on the
experiences of Black women without considering the broader experiences of all women
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of color, a distinction that has contributed to further divisions in the feminist movement
(Carbado, Crenshaw, Mays, & Tomlinson, 2013; hooks, 1984).
By the late 1980s, many feminists agreed with the need for greater inclusivity in
feminist theory and sought to remedy this issue by writing about a diversity of women’s
experiences, calling out the bias in past feminist perspectives (Anzaldúa, 1987; hooks,
1984; Lorde, 1984). However, simply writing about the issue did not have the hoped for
benefits, and “as feminist scholarship gained ground and intensity in the academy, it
became clear that the problem was deeper than these tactics suggested” (Bowden &
Mummery, 2014, p. 65). With the third wave’s turn toward a social construction of
gender, intersectionality emerged and was buoyed by the poststructuralist and
psychoanalytic aim of defying categorizations (Mann, 2013). In particular,
poststructuralism posited that dissecting gender “would erase the problem of
essentialism” (Bowden & Mummery, 2014, p. 72); however, according to
intersectionality, social patterns still encompass ideas of essentialism and privilege. With
the realization that the deconstruction of categorizations was not a cure-all to White
privilege in feminism, “the 1990s and early 2000s were marked by an enthusiastic uptake
of the broad notion of ‘intersectionality’” to reform hegemonic and exclusionary feminist
theories (Carastathis, 2014, p. 309).
Intersectionality
Stemming from critical race theory (Ladson-Billings, 1998) and critical feminist
theory (Anzaldúa, 1987; hooks, 1981), intersectionality was intellectualized by Crenshaw
in 1989. Similar to Womanism, the term was first used to express the tenuous space

25

between feminism and race for Black women. While definitions vary, intersectionality is
often described as “the interaction between gender, race and other categories of
difference in individual lives, social practices, institutional arrangements, and cultural
ideologies and the outcomes of these interactions in terms of power” (Davis, 2008, p. 68).
Thus, intersectionality seeks to understand differences in the lives of women, especially
in relation to “the interconnection of all forms of subordination” (Davis, 2008, p. 70), by
deconstructing the binary, homogenous categorizations of women (Butler, 1990; hooks,
1984). In other words, intersectionality, as opposed to Womanism, examines the impact
of all marginalized identity markers, such as race, class, and sexual orientation, on
women’s lives, paying specific attention to the structures of power present within
multiple identity interactions.
In the wake of deconstruction, a unifying force for a disjointed feminist
movement was needed, and intersectionality promised to be that all-encompassing
feminist theory. Motivated by the need to bridge the divide between feminist praxis and
academics, intersectionality was viewed as a “common ground for all feminisms –
structuralist, liberal and poststructuralist alike” (Carbin & Edenheim, 2013, p. 237)—a
common ground for discussing the multiple and shifting identities of women without
being neglectful of marginalized groups. Furthermore, intersectionality was motivated by
the need to capture complexities involved in social life in order to represent the world
with more nuance and precision (Carbin & Edenheim, 2013; McCall, 2005). Especially in
research, a broader and more complex framework of analysis was necessary to capture
“the potential for both multiple and conflicting experiences of subordination and power”
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(McCall, 2005, p. 1780). Also, as intersectionality gained prominence in numerous areas
of study—politics, law, sociology—it transitioned from a metaphor or paradigm, into a
theory and methodology (Carbin & Edenheim, 2013). According to McCall (2005),
“intersectionality is the most important theoretical contribution that women’s studies, in
conjunction with related fields, has made so far” (p. 1771), and currently, an indicator of
“quality” research.
However, as intersectionality gains popularity and prominence, the original
definition that gave priority to the experiences of women of color is being forgotten.
Currently, “Intersectionality is an open and contested concept” (Nayel, 2017, p. 80)—a
way of viewing the world that in many ways is overused and misunderstood. Even
Crenshaw has commented on intersectionality’s wide use, which has resulted, for her, in
its unrecognizability in literature and research (Berger & Guidroz, 2010). In particular,
debates have emerged about who is allowed to claim an intersectional identity.
Crenshaw’s (1989) original definition of intersectionality only included Black women’s
experiences and the intersection between race and gender—an important but widely
neglected product of the Black feminist struggle (Nash, 2011). Intersectional scholarship
has now evolved to include “multiply marginalized subjects;” those who experience
oppression across several identity categories (Nash, 2008, p. 9-10). Some scholars even
claim that all identities are intersectional, as all people experience the interplay of race,
gender, sexuality, and class, thus creating the challenge of determining if intersectionality
is “a theory of marginalized subjectivity or a generalized theory of identity” (Nash, 2008,
p. 10). Nevertheless, Zack (2005) argues that all women can claim an intersectional
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identity because womanhood, being a marginalized social position, along with
“differences in sexuality, age, and physical ableness are also sites of oppression” (p. 7).
For Zack (2005), the presence of privilege for certain identities does not undermine
concurrent oppression and the claim to intersectionality.
Such debates and discussions reveal a vague notion of how to examine complex
topics such as “simultaneous oppressions without reducing them to unitary categories or
merely reverting to an additive model” (Bowleg, 2008; Carastathis, 2014, p. 308).
Therefore, critics of intersectionality raise serious doubts about the theory’s ability to
address the structural complexity of society without, once again, fragmenting women’s
subjectivities and experiences of subjugation (Ludvig, 2006). Ludvig (2006) points out
the seemingly endless and indefinable notions of difference in life, thus concluding “the
axes of differences cannot be isolated and desegregated” (p. 246). Therefore, while some
claim intersectionality is still evolving (Nash, 2008), others are calling for a postintersectional movement where the continually sought-after inclusivity of feminist
thought will be achieved (Zack, 2005).
In terms of research with adolescent girls, intersectionality is a helpful framework
for understanding the ways different identity markers interact and even contradict within
and between figured worlds (Holland et al., 1998). Because “the axes of differences
cannot be isolated and desegregated” (Ludvig, 2006, p. 246), viewing data from an
intersectional perspective is necessary when studying the seemingly endless and
indefinable notions of difference in girls’ lives.
Connection Between Figured Worlds and Intersectional Feminism
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As previously stated, Butler (1986, 1990) asserted that gender, as a performance,
is both an acculturation and a choice which directly connects with the figure world
constructs of positioning and authoring (Holland et al., 1998). The positional identities
people are afforded in different figured worlds are learned and perpetuated through
acculturation. Thus, it is in the process of adopting the social behaviors and patterns of
the figure world that a person learns their place in the social hierarchy—their positional
identity. For women, the acculturation of gender is especially salient as it is a positional
identity that maintains a consistently marginalized status across a majority of figured
worlds. According to Holland et al. (1998), positional identities or markers that cut across
figured worlds “tend to become stereotypically associated with these social categories
[gender, class, race, ethnicity], if not actually demanded of their members in practice” (p.
130). In this way, acculturation takes place in the day-to-day as girls grow up learning the
ways of being a woman in the world which includes the values, behaviors, norms, and
discourse required by figured worlds of this positional identity.
On the other hand, gender is also a process of authoring (Holland et al., 1998). A
stated by Butler (1986), gender is the realization of possibilities—it “is not a matter of
acquiescing to a fixed ontological status…but, rather, an active process of appropriating,
interpreting, and reinterpreting received cultural possibilities” (p. 36). In much the same
way, the space for authoring follows a process of interpretation and reinterpretation, as it
is “organized around the conflictual, continuing dialogic of an inner speech where active
identities are ever forming (Holland et al., 1998, p. 169). By experiencing conflict
between positional identities, authorship of gender identity involves personal agency and
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a reorganization of ideology through which a person creates their own position, their own
voice. While gender is a cultural construction, it is also a purposeful process of
embodiment and authoring which is reflected in the individually reconstituted nature of
what it means to be a woman (Butler, 1986; Kruks, 2010).
The figured worlds theory also encompasses many of the foundational aspects of
intersectionality. Holland et al. (1998) leave the parameters of figured worlds open for
interpretation, having included both concrete (Alcoholics Anonymous) and abstract
(romance) examples in their theory. As a result, people continuously flow between
different figured worlds and may even occupy numerous figured worlds at one time,
requiring the ability to navigate multiple identities simultaneously. Similarly,
intersectionality examines the multiple and shifting identities of women. Therefore, both
theories explore the intersecting categories of identities in a woman’s life and the
structures of power present within her identity interactions. As an example, the inclusion
of race into the discussion of gender identity adds a new dimension to positioning as
racially marginalized women have to shift their gender performance when negotiating
between dominant and subcultural figured worlds as a response to the different norms in
each space (Pyke & Johnson, 2003). According to Holland et al. (1998), people handle
these conflicts by wrestling with different versions of themselves— “we are not
possessed by one identity, one discourse, one subject-position” (p. 211)—while also
maneuvering through social and internal identifications and negations, and
intersectionality aids in understanding this layering of identities in a person’s life.
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Therefore, gender cannot by viewed as a single identity without considering the
intersecting categories of difference that encompass girls’ experiences in figured worlds.
Intersection of Language, Writing, and Gender
As previously stated, within figured worlds, language is used as a tool for
reproducing and reifying gender norms. In particular, written language creates a
sanctioned space where ideologies of gender are developed and disseminated. Because of
shifts in feminist theory, conceptions of the construction of gender identities through
language and writing have evolved from a focus on difference to a focus on diversity.
Thus, the following section will outline the connection between language and gender,
beginning with information on the formation or gender identity through language and
followed by the process of forming gender identity through writing.
Gender Identity Formation through Language
The construction of gender identity is an “active process of affiliation as well as
differentiation and resistance” (Litosseliti, 2006, p. 60) as people negotiate their gender
identities through social and internal discourses and through embodied experiences.
According to Holland et al. (1998), people participate in “practices and activities situated
in historically contingent, socially enacted, culturally constructed ‘worlds’” (p. 7), and it
is through specific norms of talking, being, and relating with others in various figured
worlds that a person determines their identities. In order to define oneself as a man or
woman, a person makes “choices among norms of language which are seen as
appropriate and intelligible for performing masculinity or femininity” (Litosseliti, 2006,
p. 4), thereby “being” gendered and “doing” gender through language (Butler, 1990).
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Therefore, the symbolic artifact of language is a vital tool for gender identity formation,
and within figured worlds it creates a model for what it means to perform femininity and
womanhood (Holland et al., 1998).
Furthermore, hierarchies of power within figured worlds position men and women
differently through language, with gender being a salient social division “that separate[s]
those who are routinely privileged from those who are not” (Holland et al., 1998, p. 130).
At an early age, girls learn their inferior position in figured worlds through the
narrativization of women from a patriarchal lens, which attaches certain characteristics,
such as compliant and obedient, to femininity. Through these evaluative terms, girls’
identities are defined by others, and subsequently, girls learn to define themselves by
internalizing this social speech (Holland et al., 1998). Thus, social speech is imbued with
power and is used to mark a girl’s place in a figured world, direct her current behavior,
and guide her future-self to socially acceptable activity, all of which maintains the
patriarchal status quo and solidifies the control of those already in positions of privilege.
However, “through the creation of an internally persuasive discourse” (not an externally
authoritarian discourse), social speech can be interrogated and examined, giving rise to
the development of a girl’s own “authorial stance” (Holland et al., 1998, p. 182-3). It is
then in the process of authoring that girls are “provided an alternate meaning and a means
of both expressing and understanding one’s own gender identity” (Holland et al., 1998, p.
228).
Gender Identity Formation through Writing
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From a sociocultural lens, writing is a “socially constructed activity” (Jetton &
Shanahan, 2012, p. 122)—one that includes both distributed and mediated knowledge—
not merely an individual endeavor of producing material texts (Prior, 2006). Even when
composing alone, writers still engage with elements of their historical and cultural
contexts, which includes prior knowledge, background, and languages. Rosenblatt (1978)
first captured this relationship between social contexts and the written word in her
transactional theory of reading and writing. Her theory took into account the interests,
motivations, communities, and cultures of the writer, asserting the written word is
socially motivated, and it is in the transaction between the reader and the text that
meaning is made. When viewed as a social activity, writing is also context-specific, not
necessarily intrinsic (Heath, 1983; Street, 1984). In other words, the purpose for writing
“depends upon the social institutions in which it is embedded” which is ever-changing
based on the individual and communal needs of the writer (Street, 1984, p. 8).
A sociocultural view of writing also comprises a broad conception of texts in
order to “include a multiplicity of discourses” and modalities (New London Group, 1996,
p. 61). Stemming from the pedagogy of “multiliteracies,” a term coined by the New
London Group (1996), conceptions of writing have altered due to the advent and
evolution of new technologies within a globalized society. Writing and texts now involve
new modes of communication, especially in digital and culturally diverse spaces, that
include “the visual, the audio, the spatial, the behavioral, and so on” (p. 64). Therefore,
writing can no longer be considered the traditional act of applying alphabetic print to
paper; instead, writing encompasses multimodal composition and design, with texts being
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“conceptualized to include any artifact of production broadly conceived” (Leander &
Boldt, 2012, p. 24).
One further element necessary in defining writing is the posthumanist and
material feminist conception of embodiment, “meaning that we come to know through
our being with and in the world—a world of lively relations between humans,
nonhumans, and more-than-humans,” and the intra-activity between all such bodies
cannot be separated (Barad, 2008; Zapata, Kuby, & Thiel, 2018, p. 479). Too often
pedagogies of writing have severed the connection between bodies and the production of
texts, when in fact, “the body is involved in all aspects of writing” (Woodard, Vaughan,
& Coppola, 2020, p. 7). Writing, therefore, is a highly embodied practice that involves
using the body as a tool to produce writing, experiencing the bodily sensations and
emotions of writing, and tapping into one’s embodied knowing as writing inspiration
(Woodard, Vaughan, & Coppola, 2020). Furthermore, from a posthumanist perspective,
texts are viewed, not as the final product of a literacy activity or practice, but as agentive
“participants in the world” (Leander & Boldt, 2012, p. 25). Simply put, the aim of writing
is not necessarily to create texts “but to use them, to move with and through them, in the
production of intensity” (p. 25). Therefore, writing is produced in, with, and from the
body through multiple modes of representation that are “inextricably linked to the
connectivity of space, languages, objects, discourses, affect, and people” (Zapata, Kuby,
& Thiel, 2018, p. 497).
Writing, then, is a significant form of authoring (Holland et al., 1998) and a
dynamic experience through which ideologies, beliefs, affects, and emotions are shared,
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shaped, negotiated, and ultimately, internalized into a person’s sense of self. However,
the gender stereotypes and patriarchal ideologies present within society and culture are
often perpetuated in girls’ own writing. Numerous studies reveal girls’ internalization of
negative gender traits through their writing of “males acting upon the world and females
observing” (Kamler, 1993, p. 98). In narratives, girls consistently performed femininity
by writing female characters as victims—submissive and compliant—in domestic and
romantic spheres (Edell, 2013; MacGillivray & Martinez, 1998; Peterson, 2002). In
Edell’s (2013) study of urban teenage girls, she found that participants wrote about
stereotypical notions of sexuality and romance, viewing women’s roles through a lens of
objectification and submission. Their stories also included notions of women’s “sacred
virginity” and lack of pleasure during sex, which perpetuated a patriarchal stance toward
women’s sexuality. Peterson (2002) also found that girls’ writing centered on romantic
heterosexual relationships, with boy characters comprising the role of the more powerful
partner. Thus, girls’ use of writing is not neutral, showing that identities “constructed in
and through writing tend to produce and maintain dominant systems of power that are
seldom equal” (Guzzetti, Young, Gritsavage, Fyfe & Hardenbrook, 2013, p. 91).
By writing a different story, girls can challenge dominant ideologies of gender
while also developing their own voices (Gilligan, 1993) and working toward the
elimination of gender inequalities (Sullivan, 1992). Recent research findings consistently
reveal that, when given freedom, girls write to challenge patriarchal ideologies and
construct their gender identities through the exploration of personal experiences,
relationships, and emotions that are often repressed or denied by society (Johnson, 2017;
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Manning, 2016; Muhammad, 2012; Wissman, 2011). In the writing of zines, Guzzetti and
Gamboa (2004) found that girls’ tackled topics such as the sexism of beauty standards
and present day feminism, and it was from these writings on critical feminist issues that
girls exerted control over their gender identities and rebelled against biased gender
norms. In several studies, girls also investigated their multiple identities and the
contradictions that arise between them—issues relating to the intersectionality of gender,
race, socioeconomic status, sexuality, and transnationalism (Blackburn, 2002; García &
Gaddes, 2012; Hicks, 2004; Wissman, 2011). In Muhammad’s (2012) study of Black
adolescent girl writers, a participant, Iris, described the pain of not understanding her
identities, “sometimes I cry…because not knowing who you are is the worst feeling in
the world” (p. 207). It was only through the writing of poetry that Iris was able negotiate
between her race as an African American and her gender, revealing a counter-narrative of
pride in her sisterhood of Black women. When given the space to write for self, girls
“validated and legitimized for themselves their complex identities” (García & Gaddes,
2012, p. 159-160), which proved to be a profound act of agency and a way to challenge
societal expectations of gender roles.
Gender Identity and Education
Taking up an authorial stance through writing is a positive way for girls to be
empowered and use their voice. However, negative social speech surrounding women’s
roles and stereotypical female attributes makes authoring (Holland et al., 1998) a
complex process for girls, and this is especially prevalent in school. For girls, the
gendered context and discourse of school provides a distinctly harsh climate for the
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construction of a positive gender identity. In addition, the gendered and often
masculinized nature of curriculum restrict girls’ voices and educational potential (Aston,
2018; McCabe et al., 2011). Therefore, the following section will outline girls’
experiences of gender and sexism in school, with specific attention given to gender issues
in English language arts (ELA) curriculum and its cumulative effect on girls’ identity
construction.
Sexism and Secondary Education
The figured world of the secondary school classroom is largely a male defined
and dominated space (Bruce, 2003; Gilligan, Lyons, & Hanmer, 1990; Pomerantz, Raby
& Harris, 2017; Rich, 1979). As relatively conservative institutions, secondary schools
not only uphold, but perpetuate stereotypical gender roles, with academic practices
adhering to a White, male, upper/middle-class standard (Bender-Slack, 2009; Bruce,
2003; Gilligan, Lyons, & Hanmer, 1990). To be academically successful, girls often
engage in “passing” or impersonation, a process of developing limited positional
identities by emulating the naturally privileged (Fordham, 1993; Gilligan, 1993; Holland
et al., 1998). In school, this involves imitating male gender norms, White racial norms,
and standard English language practices, often to the detriment of girls’ identities (Ek,
2009; Fordham, 1993; Leander, 2002; Pyke & Johnson, 2003; Wortham, 2004).
According to Holland et al. (1998), “Too much passing…can result in a potentially
subversive self where the person can no longer speak or even think in…her native voice”
(p. 132), resulting in a fractured identity and feelings of alienation (Ek, 2009; Fordham,
1993; Leander, 2002; Wortham, 2004).
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Girls also experience greater amounts of gender bias and sexual harassment than
boys in secondary school (Grossman & Porche, 2014; McMaster, Connolly, Pepler, &
Craig, 2002; Pepler et al., 2006; Pomerantz, Raby & Harris, 2017; Sadker & Sadker,
1994). The discrimination girls experience is frequently related to female stereotyped
messages of having fewer academic capabilities than boys, belonging in the home, and
comprising an innate lower social status (Brown, Alabi, Huynh & Masten, 2011;
Grossman & Porche, 2014; Pomerantz, Raby & Harris, 2017; Sadker & Sadker, 1994).
These messages of inferiority are not only expressed by members of the opposite sex, but
also by fellow girls and teachers (Leaper & Brown, 2008; McMaster, Connolly, Pepler &
Craig, 2002; Pepler et al., 2006; Pomerantz, Raby & Harris, 2017; Sadker & Sadker,
1994). Leaper and Brown (2008) found that “teachers were among the most common
sources of negative comments about girls’ academic abilities,” revealing the role of
teachers in “perpetuat[ing] gender inequities in the classroom” (p. 697). When negative
messages related to female gender identity are received frequently and from multiple
sources, girls’ self-esteem, agency, and ability to construct a positive identity are
negatively impacted (Fordham, 1993; Leaper & Brown, 2008; Sadker & Sadker, 1994).
Female Gender Identity and English Curriculum
The high school ELA classroom is not devoid of the discrimination and sexism
rampant in the larger secondary school figured world. In actuality, literacy practices
continue to be a key method through which students first learn the systems and norms of
gender inequality and stereotypical roles in society. Because reading and writing are
cultural and social vehicles for the dissemination of ideologies and values, the literature
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students read has a strong impact on their identities (Hamilton, Anderson, Broaddus, &
Young, 2006; Lee & Chin, 2019; McCabe, Fairchild, Grauerholz, Pescosolido, & Tope,
2011), and it is “through representation of males and females in books,” that children
absorb “what it means to be a boy, girl, man, or woman” (McCabe et al., 2011, p. 218).
When representations of gender are stereotyped, sexist, or unequal in literature, it has
negative effects on a child’s ability to form a positive gender identity (Hamilton et al.,
2006; McCabe et al., 2011).
Early literacy begins the process of establishing the foundations of children’s
perceptions about gender identities and roles. In their quantitative study of gender equity
within children’s books, McCabe et al. (2011) surveyed 5,618 children’s books published
in the twentieth century in the United States and found that male characters were
represented twice as much as female characters. Likewise, a study by Casey, Novick, and
Lourenco (2020) of 3,288 children’s books published between 1960-2020 revealed
similar findings, with main characters being represented as male in stories and
illustrations more often than female. Studies have also uncovered gender stereotyping in
books as female characters are more often portrayed as nurturing and without a paid
occupation (Adams, Walker, & O’Connell, 2011; Crabb & Marciano, 2011; Hamilton et
al., 2006). Described as “symbolic annihilation” (McCabe et al., 2011), this
underrepresentation of women and girls in literature perpetuates the patriarchal notion of
female invisibility, deeming their stories, experiences, and lives as less socially and
culturally valued.
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When considering ELA curriculum in secondary school, women authors of
classroom novels are vastly underrepresented (Al-Shalabi, Salameh, Thebyan, & Umari,
2011; Applebee, 1992; Davis, 1989; Robinson, 1983), which impacts students’
conception of “good” literature and who is allowed to be a writer (Aston, 2018). In
Davis’s (1989) research on the American literature cannon, she found that more than 70%
of authors included in the major American literature anthologies were male. Davis’s
(1989) research also revealed that because of the male-dominated cannon, students
believed that women either did not write or that women writers, especially international
authors, were the exception. Furthermore, in Applebee’s (1992) study of the high school
cannon, her research found that only one female author (Harper Lee) was included in the
top ten books read in the ELA classroom, and out of more than 11,500 reported novels
read in public schools, “81% were by male authors” (p. 27-28). According to Elliott
(2017), this trend is still prevalent today with 66% of English literature texts read in
school having been written by men. With a Western canon of mostly White male authors,
girls learn their voices are not valued, creating difficulty for girls to envision themselves
as writers (Al-Shalabi et al., 2011; Aston, 2018). Thus, the experiences of women in
literature as represented by women authors are undervalued in the ELA classroom which
conveys the message that girls “are less important than men and boys, thereby reinforcing
the gender system” and perpetuating patriarchal ideology (McCabe et al., 2011, p. 199).
Furthermore, the underrepresentation of women’s perspectives in ELA curriculum
can be seen in the lack of strong, complex female protagonists and characters in
canonical texts (Elliott, 2017). Because classroom novels are written from the male
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perspective, female characters are often reduced to stereotypical caricatures or well-worn
tropes (Kraicer & Piper, 2019; McCracken & Appleby, 1992; Robinson, 1983). From "an
uninteresting, good girl and a hated but bad girl; [to] a wife and a mother or a loony
spinster" (McCracken & Appleby, 1992, p. 62), all of these identities position female
worth according to their relationship with men. Moreover, by forcing girls to continually
read texts from a male-dominated perspective, girls often learn to identify with the
experiences of men (Elliott, 2017). McCracken (1992) contends, “for the most part, boys
read as boys and girls read as boys. No one, not even the girls, gets much practice reading
as girls” (p. 55). To counteract male-dominated texts, ELA teacher have begun utilizing
young adult (YA) literature in the classroom, such as The Hunger Games and Divergent,
but even these novels adhere to gender stereotypes, with female protagonists still
maneuvering within an embedded patriarchal system. In many ways, the pendulum has
swung too far in YA novels, with “strong female protagonists” mirroring images of men,
not portraying the full complexity of being a woman (Jacobs, 2004; Kraicer & Piper,
2019; Robinson, 2009; Rubinstein‐Avila, 2007; Storer, 2017).
The scripts perpetuated in literature aid in girls’ understanding of their gendered
identities and roles in relation to others and society. However, as previously discussed,
much of the scripts dominating literature conform to patriarchal systems of oppression.
The consistent message in a majority of texts is that girls are to be nurturing, “good,”
compliant, and voiceless (Chi, 2012; DeBlase, 2003b; Hamilton et al., 2006; Hartman,
2006; Kraicer & Piper, 2019; O'Donnell-Allen & Smagorinsky, 1999). In DeBlase’s
(2003a) study of the reading habits of five racially diverse eighth grade girls, she found
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that her participants recognized themselves within the stereotypically constructed female
characters who prioritized boys’ attention above all else, not with strong female
characters. Similarly, Chi (2012) found that through literature her participant learned men
were agentive and women were silent. In this way, “literature provides much more than
information” (Broughton, 2002, p. 35); it provides students with illustrations of women’s
roles and experiences in the world, which ultimately impacts the reader’s gendered sense
of self.
Early Adolescent Development and Gender
Secondary school is not only challenging for girls due to the sexism present in
taught ideologies and curriculum, but also because of the onset of puberty which initiates
changes in brain and body development and in relational negotiations. For girls,
adolescence is experienced differently and more negatively than boys, with girls showing
higher levels of depression and lower levels of self-esteem (Bolognini, Plancherel,
Bettschart, & Halfon, 1996; Perry & Pauletti, 2011). For this reason, it is important to
understand girls’ experiences of early adolescent development (during middle school or
between ages 10-14) and its connection to gender identity in order to address girls’
specific needs during this time period. Therefore, this section will discuss early
adolescent developmental changes, focusing specifically on the challenges girls face
within all areas of development and the importance of writing during this period of life.
Changes in Mind and Body
As previously discussed, school plays a large role in girls’ construction of gender
identity, and these challenges are only heightened as girls move from elementary to
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secondary school. Not only does the structure of the school day change, but also the
difficulty of content, movement between classes, and greater overall autonomy. This
transition can be difficult for students, and research shows an increase in psychological
distress for both boys and girls at the onset of middle school (Chung, Elias, & Schneider,
1998). As stated by Wigfield, Lutz, and Wagner (2005), “early adolescents’ self-esteem
is lowest immediately after the transition into junior high school” (p. 114), but an
increase in self-esteem does reappear as students progress through adolescence (Wigfield,
Eccles, Mac Iver, Reuman, & Midgley, 1991). Greater differences in perceived
competence also emerge between the genders, as boys show stronger competence beliefs
in stereotypical male subjects, such as math, technology, and physical education, while
girls show stronger competence beliefs in reading, music, art, and history (Harter, 2006;
Hyde, 2005). The gendering of subjects leads to greater bias in school as girls are guided
into disciplines typically deemed “feminine” and therefore, viewed as less valuable. In
this way, girls are not offered a full range of educational opportunities which can limit
their future aspirations and career trajectories.
With maturation also comes the ability to engage with abstract thought, higherorder processing, and metacognition (Keating, 2004; Wigfield, Byrnes, & Eccles, 2006).
The executive functions of cognition are heightened during adolescence which aids in the
“capacity to organize, coordinate, and reflect on formal operational constructs and other
abilities” (Wigfield, Byrnes, & Eccles, 2006, p. 89). This change in cognition affects
adolescent learning and emotional processing. In particular, it provides adolescents with
the skills to consider ideas of self, the future, and relationships with others, making this a
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perfect time to think and write about identity (Keating, 2004; Wigfield, Byrnes, & Eccles,
2006). In regards to gender, the emerging ability to engage with abstract thought and
reflections of self creates opportunity for girls to be cognizant of gendered stereotypes
and roles that situate girls as inferior to boys (Perry & Pauletti, 2011). These societal
ideologies of negative self-concepts of femininity can result in lower levels of self-esteem
in girls, and, as stated by Petersen (1988), as girls experience more gender and societal
challenges than boys, it “may render girls more susceptible to anxiety, and thus to
depressive affect, in adolescence” (p. 591). Girls are also experiencing higher levels of
depression and anxiety than boys as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic (Magson et al.,
2021). With the loss of support from social networks and greater pressure to contribute in
the home, girls are experiencing a significant decline in mental health (Burzynska &
Contreras, 2020; Magson et al., 2021).
As adolescents’ brains change, so too do their bodies. The biological changes
associated with the onset of puberty are some of the most profound changes to affect the
body in one’s lifetime (Susman & Rogel, 2004). Puberty marks the transition from
“reproductive-function awakening” to “sexual maturation” and includes numerous
hormonal and physical changes to the body (Susman & Rogel, 2004). For girls, puberty
begins roughly 18 months before boys’ development which adds to the educational and
relational difficulties between boys and girls during middle school (Wigfield, Lutz, &
Wagner, 2005). Furthermore, girls that mature early often feel distanced or different from
their peers which significantly adds to girls’ issues of depression and has “long-term

44

adverse consequences for girls’ emotional development” (Ge, Conger, & Elder Jr, 2001,
p. 413).
With the maturation of girls’ bodies, the way society interacts and reacts to girls’
physical presence and appearance alters. In a patriarchal society that “objectifies and
commodifies women’s physical appearance,” girls learn that their developing bodies are
their primary source of value which must be attained through an impossible standard of
beauty and the thin ideal (Scully, Swords, & Nixon, 2020; Tolman, Impett, Tracy, &
Michael, 2006, p. 86). Numerous studies show connections between the objectification of
girls’ bodies and negative mental and physical consequences, such as body shaming and
disordered eating (Noll & Frederickson, 1998; Schaefer et al., 2018; Slater & Tiggemann,
2002). Media representation and social media also play a role in girls’ body
dissatisfaction and mental health (Kelly, Zilanawala, Booker, & Sacker, 2018; Scully,
Swords, & Nixon, 2020). According to Scully, Swords, and Nixon (2020), the time girls
spend comparing their bodies to women represented in media and images of friends on
social media directly correlated with lower levels of self-esteem and body satisfaction.
For these reasons, girls often have poorer body image and higher body dissatisfaction as
compared to boys, which directly affects girls’ self-esteem and ability to construct a
positive gender identity (Harter, 2006; Perry & Pauletti, 2011; Scully, Swords, & Nixon,
2020).
The Struggle for Voice
When girls move into puberty with developing bodies and stronger cognitive
abilities, they begin to see themselves through the eyes of other people, namely boys and
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men (Gilligan, 1993). With this new vision, girls commonly feel pressure to be feminine
and uncritically take on female attributes that appear “natural” or “common sense”
without defining their identities for themselves (Davison & Frank, 2006; Reidy et al.,
2018). According to Pipher (1994), in middle school “Girls stop thinking, ‘Who am I?
What do I want?’ and start thinking, ‘What must I do to please others?’” (p. 22). It is in
the desire to please others—family, friends, boys, teachers—that girls learn to self-censor
and self-silence (Brown & Gilligan, 1992; Hanna, 2021; Sadker, Sadker, & Zittleman,
2009). Gilligan (1993) defines this process as a “loss of voice,” as adolescent girls learn
to conceal their own desires, needs, and opinions in order to maintain relationships and fit
societal norms of femininity. Paradoxically, by engaging in inauthentic behaviors, girls,
in general, are unable to fully connect in relationships and experience feelings of isolation
and loss of identity as a result (Brown & Gilligan, 1992; Pickering, Hadwin, & Kovshoff,
2020; Pipher, 1994; Tolman et al., 2006).
The voicelessness that some girls experience in middle school only intensifies
through high school and college, and the longer girls silence themselves, the harder it is
to regain their voice (Sadker, Sadker, & Zittleman, 2009). Therefore, all of the challenges
and changes girls face in early adolescence create a unique space for writing about gender
identity. Being at the cusp of numerous identity negotiations, for middle school girls,
writing is an especially useful tool for thinking through who they are and who they wish
to be in the world. Moreover, writing at this age is beneficial for girls’ growth and
development as it is a reclamation of voice at a time when most girls feel silenced. Pipher
(1994) proposes that by writing about thoughts, feelings, and beliefs, girls can form a
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stronger sense of self and resist the pressure to conform to stereotypes. Early
adolescence, therefore, is a particularly salient time to study girls’ identity construction
through writing.
Out-of-School Writing
Because school maintains a system that does not support girls’ needs as they enter
adolescence and beyond, girls often choose and prefer to enact their literate lives in outof-school spaces (Schultz, Hull, & Higgs, 2016). Over the past thirty years, a plethora of
studies have documented the rich writing lives of students outside of school, while also
uncovering students’ hesitancy and difficulty with writing performance in school walls
(Heath, 1983; Hull & Schultz, 2001, 2002; Schultz, 2002; Schultz, Hull, & Higgs, 2016).
Presently, a “digital turn” (Mills, 2010) in writing research, focused on studying students’
digitally mediated writing practices, creates even greater opportunities for understanding
the broadening discrepancy between school-sanctioned writing and students’ out-ofschool writing practices (Schultz, Hull, & Higgs, 2016). Therefore, this section will
discuss the difference between in-school and out-of-school writing, specifically focusing
on the importance of choice, community, assessment, and lastly, identity within both
contexts.
Freedom of Choice
As the scope of valued writing in school continues to narrow (Gee & Hayes,
2011), students are finding freedom of choice in writing outside of school, with 93% of
adolescents reporting they write for pleasure (Lenhart, Arafeh, Smith, & Macgill, 2008).
Studies reveal a wide range of writing in out-of-school spaces, including poetry (García
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& Gaddes, 2012), journaling (Broughton & Fairbanks, 2003), letters (Johnson, 2017),
hip-hop lyrics (Kirkland, 2013), playwriting (Winn, 2011), and fiction narratives (Hicks,
2004). In the digital realm, students write fanfiction (Black, 2008), zines (Guzzetti &
Gamboa, 2004), blogs (Mazur & Kozarian, 2010), video games (Gee, 2003), and social
media posts (Alvermann et al., 2012). However, spurred by the demands of curriculum
standards and high-stakes testing, the majority of in-school writing, especially for
adolescents, focuses on the academic essay (Applebee & Langer, 2006). Creative writing
is mostly reserved for out-of-school contexts, with only 1/3 of writing in secondary
classrooms focusing on story telling or narrative (Applebee & Langer, 2006).
The current focus on academic writing limits student selection of topics that
contain personal interest and meaning, which has a negative impact on students’ desire to
write (Gillespie, Graham, Kiuhara, & Hebert, 2014; Hidi & Renninger, 2006; Seifert,
2004). According to theories of motivation, choice and interest are two of the greatest
factors contributing to students’ decision to engage in a writing activity or practice
(Flowerday & Schraw, 2003; Seifert, 2004). Therefore, the decline in writing motivation
in adolescents may be due in part to school-based writing constraints “that interfere with
interest development” (Hidi & Boscolo, 2006; Lipstein & Renninger, 2007, p. 115).
When students choose participation in either a collaborative or individual writing space,
intrinsic motivation is activated (Wigfield & Guthrie, 1997). Likewise, ample choice of
writing in digital spaces is highly motivating for students, as qualities that encourage
student choice and control are inherently incorporated in technology (Grisham & Wolsey,
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2006; Yang & Wu, 2012). As a result, choice, which is necessary to engage students, is
often present in out-of-school writing.
Freedom of Community
Freedom of choice also includes the ability to engage in self-selected
communities, which is a trait that schools can never truly embody simply for being a
mandatory space. Over the past 20 years, a large amount of literature has been published
on the necessity of creating a safe community within classrooms for all students
(Brownlie & King, 2011; Holley & Steiner, 2005). However, the feasibility for teachers
to create classrooms of safety has been challenged (Barrett, 2010; Finders, 1996; Flensner
& Von der Lippe, 2019; Weems, 2010). According to Weems (2010), “the space of the
classroom is a contested object that is constituted by historical, cultural, political, social,
psychological, and discursive practices” (p. 558)—a space, that even when endeavoring
to be safe, is still dominated by historical practices of hegemony. For many students,
especially those from historically marginalized populations, the school community
continues to replicate feelings of oppression and inequality (Delpit, 1995; Kinloch,
Burkhard, & Penn, 2017; Kirkland, 2013; Paris, 2011). For this reason, students often
participate in writing outside of school in personally selected communities, also known as
affinity spaces— “places where people can affiliate with others [that] is based primarily
on shared activities, interests, and goals” (Gee, 2004, p. 73). Especially with the influx of
new technologies, students are participating in innovative online communities or affinity
spaces with greater access and ease (Curwood, Magnifico, & Lammers, 2013), while also
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engaging with new forms of digital writing (Jenkins, Clinton, Purushotma, Robinson, &
Weigel, 2006).
An online writing community offers students benefits that are not often accessible
in school, where writing is still being practiced as a mostly individual endeavor and as
response to prompts (Applebee & Langer, 2006; Curwood, Magnifico, & Lammers,
2013; Jenkins et al., 2006). With expanding access to new technologies, writing online
“shifts the focus of literacy from one of individual expression to community
involvement,” which also transforms writing into an act of creation (Applebee & Langer,
2006; Jenkins et al., 2006, p. 4). By gathering around a shared interest online, adolescents
gain access to an authentic audience (not merely writing for an instructor) with whom
they can communicate instantaneously, thereby obtaining the benefits of social
collaboration (Curwood, Magnifico, & Lammers, 2013). Integrating these types of
writing communities in school is challenging. While teachers value out-of-school digital
literacies, they often lack the knowledge necessary to teach digital writing (Alvermann,
2011; Leu, Slomp, Zawilinski, & Corrigan, 2016). Appropriate professional development
of new technologies is also challenging, especially with rapid developments and changes
to digital platforms and resources (Leu, Slomp, Zawilinski, & Corrigan, 2016). However,
innovative teachers are working to replicate the benefits of online writing communities
and affinity spaces in the classroom, with varying degrees of success (Smythe & Neufeld,
2010), in order to bring more engagement, authenticity, and collaboration to writing
practices in school.
Freedom from Assessment
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Even when teachers strive to promote intrinsically motivating writing in the
classroom through technology and new media literacies, a great deal of student
motivation is extrinsic based on the requirement of assessment in school (Behizadeh &
Fink, 2015). With the increased pressure of high-stakes direct writing assessments,
teachers focus writing instruction on preparing students for standardized prompts and
timed essays (Behizadeh & Pang, 2016; Hillocks, 2002). Typically, requirements for
success on these assessments are narrow and do not honor students’ diversity of
experience, language, or culture, which negatively affects students’ self-concepts as
writers (Bandura, 1997; Behizadeh, 2014; Huot, 1990). Writing as a response to
decontextualized prompts also limits students’ creative expression, resulting in restricted
ideas of what makes a “good” writer (Behizadeh, 2014; Jenkins et al., 2006). Out-ofschool writing, on the other hand, is either not assessed or is assessed informally and
holistically (Hull & Schultz, 2002). Several studies show that for many students who
write outside of school, an impactful factor for their writing was the freedom to write
about experiences removed from school-sanctioned ideas of proficiency or skill. When
given the space to write for the self and not for an assessment, students wrote what was
meaningful and personally relevant to their lives and identities (Blackburn, 2002;
Johnson, 2017; Muhammad, 2012; Wargo, 2017; Wissman, 2011).
Freedom of Identity
Writing holds the power of interrogation, exploration, and discovery, and through
these practices, the writer has the opportunity to develop a better understanding of her/his
identities. According to Moje and Luke (2009), “people’s identities mediate and are
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mediated by the texts they read, write, and talk about” (p. 416). Moreover, the
communities and activities students participate in also affect their sense of self (Holland
et al., 1998). In studies investigating students’ identities and writing in school, students
often reported a lack of freedom in revealing their identities through school-sanctioned
writing (Blackburn, 2002; Hicks, 2004; Muhammad, 2012; Wissman, 2011). As
traditional institutions, secondary schools affirm a limited variety of identities as
appropriate for in-school writing assignments, with sensitive topics, such as race, gender,
and sexuality, not often deemed school suitable (Hicks, 2004; Muhammad, 2012).
However, this feeling did not transfer to out-of-school spaces, where the exploration of
multiple identities was highly encouraged (Blackburn, 2002; García & Gaddes, 2012;
Hicks, 2004; Muhammad, 2012; Player, 2021).
As an example, Hicks’s (2004) research with adolescent working-class girls
revealed their need for afterschool writing workshops in order to explore their “rough,
non-middle class” identities. According to Hicks, participants “struggled to negotiate the
contradiction entailed by living in one social class domain and being educated in another”
(p. 228), especially because a working-class identity was not considered school
appropriate. Furthermore, studies by García and Gaddes (2012) and Muhammad (2012)
centered on the racial identities of workshop participants (Latina and African American)
and the exploration of their complex identities through writing. García and Gaddes
(2012) encouraged participants to tap into their cultural identities through code-switching
in their writings, a practice not allowed in school. Similarly, Muhammad’s (2012)
participants censored their language and masked their voice when writing in school, but
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wrote freely about the intersection of their identities in the after-school workshop. Thus,
the writing of identity outside of school, along with choice, community, and holistic
evaluations, offers adolescents a freedom that may not be possible in the space of a
classroom.
The Development of the Writing Workshop
The removal of restrictions is vital for the process of constructing identity through
writing, and it is in out-of-school spaces that students find greater freedom to write for
self (Schultz, Hull, & Higgs, 2016). Part of this freedom is developed by the writing
workshop model used in a majority of after-school writing programs, which encourages
greater student collaboration, investment, and leadership (Muhammad, 2015; Player,
2021; Winn, 2011). In school, teachers have also adopted the writing workshop model to
promote student writing autonomy, but with varying results (Bogard & McMackin, 2012;
Donnelly, 2010). Ultimately, in-school writing, as much as out-of-school writing, is
fundamental to students’ development of identity, and instead of viewing formal and
informal writing instruction in opposition, they should be viewed as complementary, “a
respectful division of labor” (Hull & Schultz, 2002, p. 3). With this perspective in mind,
this section will first examine the conception and rise of in-school writing workshops,
before highlighting the development of out-of-school writing workshops and their
significance to society.
History of Writing Workshops
In the 1970s, research on writing turned from a focus on cognitive strategies and
grammar instruction to the process of writing (Moore, 2004). Led by researchers, such as
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Graves (1975), Emig (1971), and Murray (1972), writing instructors were encouraged to
look beyond a “correct” product and instead teach writing as a process. Emig’s (1971)
seminal case study revealed the way students wrote in the actual classroom which
involved both extensive and reflexive practices. Likewise, Murray (1972) purported that
“instead of teaching finished writing, we should teach unfinished writing” (p. 12) by
focusing on the three stages of prewriting, writing, and rewriting. Flower and Hayes
(1981) critiqued Murray’s conception of the writing process by conceptualizing it as a
recursive, not linear, process. They believed writing included the three elements of “the
task environment, the writer's long-term memory, and the writing processes” (p. 369),
and similar to Murray’s definition, Flower and Hayes (1981) conceptualized the writing
process as “planning, translating, and reviewing” (p. 369). While definitions of the
process approach to writing continued to differ, several key factors proved common to
this approach, including strong student engagement through “cycles of planning (setting
goals, generating ideas, organizing ideas), translating (putting a writing plan into action),
and reviewing (evaluating, editing, revising),” especially through comprehensive teacher
instruction (Graham & Sandmel, 2011, p. 396).
During this period of time writing workshops also began to immerge as a
pedagogical classroom practice (Atwell, 1987; Calkins, 1986; Graves, 1975). While the
process approach focused on the necessary steps for producing a written piece, writing
workshops took a more expansive view of writing that included learning strategies and
skills outside of a step-by-step progression, including “writer’s notebooks, genre studies,
and craft studies” (Ray, 2001, p. 5). The main goal of writing workshops was to have
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students write like true writers, which resulted in students “using” the writing process as
one possible tool for writing amongst many other options (Ray, 2001). According to Ray
(2001), inviting students to participate as writers included encouraging them to “research,
explore, collect, interview, talk, read, stare off into space, co-author” and also utilize the
writing process to “prewrite, draft, revise, edit, and publish” (p. 5). In many ways, these
writing practices are deeply communal and require a safe community of writers to
accomplish the goal of authentic writing. To write what is personally meaningful takes
vulnerability and an environment of care and nonjudgement. Therefore, the writing
workshop design focuses on writers, not necessarily a process or steps, in order to build a
community of students in which writing flourishes.
In order to implement writing workshops in the classroom, common elements
included real-world experiences with writing through greater student choice in
composition, authentic audiences, teacher modeling, and self-directed writing practices
(Atwell, 1987; Calkins, 1986; Graves, 1975). Part of the design of classroom writing
workshops was inspired by the inception of the National Writing Project in 1974, which
offered large-scale professional development for teachers that focused on workshop
approaches (Moore, 2004). Graves (1975), Calkins (1986), and Atwell (1987), three
major contributors to the pedagogy of the writing workshop approach, purported the
basic structure of the writing workshop should involve teaching through mini-lessons,
prioritizing independent writing time, conferencing with the teacher, and sharing student
work verbally or through publication. Over the past forty years, this workshop design has
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continued to evolve based on critiques of the original design and ongoing changes to the
classroom context.
Out-of-School Writing Workshops
When comparing writing workshops inside and outside of the school context,
there are large differences between instruction in the two spaces. Because of the freedom
allowed outside of school, writing workshops that take place after-school, on the
weekend, or in the summer are diverse spaces without a one-size-fits-all formula for
writing instruction. As previously discussed, the aspects of self-selection and holistic
assessment contribute to out-of-school writing workshops being spaces of freedom for
students, especially those considered on the margins of society (García & Gaddes, 2012;
Johnson, 2017; Winn, 2011). Moreover, writing workshop programs tend to have smaller
attendance sizes and the presence of several volunteer coordinators, instead of a single
teacher (Eidman-Aadahl, 2002). In many cases, participants are encouraged to contribute
to the construction of the workshop design while also taking on responsibilities and
leadership roles, which leads to stronger personal investment in the community and its
practices (Eidman-Aadahl, 2002; Muhammad, 2015). In Muhammad’s (2015) study of a
writing workshop for Black Muslim teenage girls, in their first session the participants
were invited to collaboratively write a manifesto that would be recited at the beginning of
each subsequent session. This practice provided each girl a voice in determining the
collective purpose and aim of the workshop, while offering the participants a shared
authority over that space. Similarly, Johnson’s (2017) writing club participants
collectively composed their club’s motto, “Here and now, we write ourselves in the world
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no matter who/how we are” (p. 13), as a way of reclaiming their identities from the
invisibility and silencing they experienced at school.
In many ways, after-school writing workshops have been viewed as a method for
addressing societal issues and institutional injustices. In the 1980s, the publication of A
Nation at Risk (Gardner, 1983) brought attention to the “crisis” of adolescent literacy,
which stated that 17% of American high school students were “functionally illiterate,”
with that number rising to 40% among minority students (p. 11). Reports on youth’s
“unproductive” time after school also created large-scale concern for the potential of
adolescent participation in risky or criminal behavior (Carnegie Council, 1992; EidmanAadahl, 2002). As a result, greater attention and funding was directed toward after-school
programs, such as writing workshops, to increase youth literacy and provide a safe afterschool environment (Eidman-Aadahl, 2002).
Today, writing workshop programs also focus on combatting the lack of equity in
schools, also known as the “education debt,” for students from historically marginalized
groups (Ladson-Billings, 2006). Research shows workshops taking place in LGBTQ
youth centers (Blackburn, 2002), detention centers (Winn, 2010), and community centers
in under resourced neighborhoods (Fried & Taylor, 2014). To illustrate, Winn’s (2010)
study focused on the school-to-prison pipeline, and the potential for writing workshops to
address issues surrounding the incarceration of Black girls. Winn found that participants
“used their writing, speaking, and performing to navigate their way out of labels and
stereotypes,” in order to write their own life stories and be heard (p. 444). Thus, findings
continue to reveal the necessity of workshop spaces to encourage students’ positive sense
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of self by asserting their voice and personal agency through writing (Blackburn, 2002;
García & Gaddes, 2012; Hicks, 2004; Muhammad, 2012; Winn, 2010).
Summary
The process of constructing a positive gender identity for girls is not without its
challenges. The rules, roles, and norms of a patriarchal culture infiltrate every aspect of
society, including school, the written word, discourse, and girls’ own internal
conceptions. For this reason, girls need spaces of freedom to work through their
experiences of gender and assess their own understanding of gender through writing.
Therefore, this review of literature provided a background of information on the
historical significance and present-day context of the connection between literacy and
gender. In particular, research on gender identity construction for girls through language
and writing was presented, showing writing to be a space for both reifying and resisting
patriarchal ideologies. The chapter also presented findings on girls’ experiences of gender
in school, especially related to sexism depicted in reading and writing in the ELA
classroom. The sexism present in school and society is also heightened as girls enter
puberty and experience changes to their bodies and minds, making early adolescence a
particularly challenging period for girls, but also a relevant time for the examination of
gender identity through writing. Lastly, this chapter revealed that for girls, much of their
writing is enacted in out-of-school spaces where there is freedom of expression and
voice, which is especially salient within the writing workshop context.
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CHAPTER THREE
METHODOLOGY

As I think of all I have learned
All the knowledge and beliefs I have been given
I am thankful
Thankful that I was not raised to be ashamed
To be submissive
To be overly proper
To not speak out
To be what society calls a “lady”
-Jordan
The purpose of this study was to understand how early adolescent girls were
conceptualizing their gender identity, along with the potential affordances and constraints
writing provided for girls’ gender identity formation in an out-of-school writing context.
To investigate girls’ experiences and understandings of gender in an after-school writing
workshop, a holistic case study design was used to obtain participants’ perceptions of
what it means to be a girl in the current political and social climate. This research study is
an important contribution to the understanding of girls’ gender identity within the modern
feminist movement, involving #MeToo and Time’s Up. This study also offers important
recommendations for pedagogical practices that create space for girls’ voices and
expression through writing. In this chapter, I outline my rationale for the selected
methodology and disseminate the methods of this holistic case study research design.
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Research Questions
The specific questions guiding this study were: 1) How do middle school girls
author gender identity through participation in an afterschool writing workshop? 2) What
are the processes and pedagogy associated with conversations surrounding gender
identity in an afterschool all-girl writing workshop?
Rationale for a Qualitative Approach
In the context of a patriarchal society, girls often struggle against systemic
oppression that seeks to silence their voices, which adds to the invisibility of girls’ lives
and experiences (Gilligan, 1993). According to Solórzano and Yosso (2002), the
prevalence of “majoritarian” narratives in society that privilege and perpetuate the stories
of those already in power and silence the stories of those on the margins only intensifies
the erasure of diverse experiences (Cronon, 1992; Ladson-Billings, 2009). To counteract
majoritarian narratives, this study employed a qualitative methodological approach to
prioritize the voices of adolescent girls and their personal experiences. In particular,
qualitative methodology was ideal for understanding the phenomenon of gender identity
construction, especially in relation to the intersection of other identity markers such as
religion, mental health, regional culture, and class. Without girls’ stories, the monolithic
understandings of gender may continue to be perpetuated in society and school,
negatively affecting the personal and academic possibilities for girls on the margins.
Case Study Methodology
When considering qualitative research methodologies, case study is the most
commonly utilized qualitative method while also being the least well-defined (Merriam,
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1998; Stake, 1995; Yazan, 2015; Yin, 2014). Centering on a positivistic perspective
(Yazan, 2015), Yin (2014) views case study research as the investigation of a
“contemporary phenomena…within a real-world context” (p. 16) and stresses the
importance of sound research design through the criteria of reliability and three types of
validity (p. 46). On the other hand, Stake (1995) and Merriam (1998) view case study
through a Constructivist epistemological lens, upholding the idea that knowledge is
constructed through experience, including the researcher’s realities and subjectivities
(Merriam, 1998). Stake defines case study as the “study of the particularity and
complexity of a single case” (p. xi), whereas Merriam (1998) defines it as “an intensive,
holistic description and analysis of a single instance, phenomenon, or social unit” (p. 27).
Merriam (1998) also asserts the importance of a case study being “a bounded system” (p.
27). When all three definitions are considered, a comprehensive view of case study is
formed, showing the importance of the research process (Yin, 2014), the case (Stake,
1995), and its boundaries (Merriam, 1998).
In particular, Yin (2014) stresses the design of a case study and maintains the
need for a tightly structured method. According to Yin (2014), case study research
comprises five components: (1) research questions, (2) propositions (if any), (3) units of
analysis, (4) linking of the data to the propositions, and (5) criteria for interpreting data
(p. 29). Because the form of the question determines the methodology, “how” and “why”
questions tend to be most relevant for case study research. These types of questions are
likely to be explanatory and “deal with operational links needing to be traced over time,
rather than mere frequencies” (Yin, 2014, p. 10). Propositions stem from a review of the
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literature and help to refine the research design and determine where data collection
should be conducted. Yin’s (2014) conception of units of analysis relate to defining and
bounding the case, which can only be determined after the questions and propositions are
set. Researchers must determine between a single and multiple case design and the
boundaries surrounding the case(s).
In the past, components four and five were less developed than the first three
components which is the reason for Yin’s (2014) greater attention to these aspects of
analysis planning. Component four, linking of the data to the propositions, stresses the
need to “assemble your case study data as a direct reflection of your initial study
propositions” (p. 36). This includes analytic techniques such as “pattern-matching,
explanation building, time-series analysis, logic models, and cross-case synthesis” (p.
36). The propositions developed at the start of the research design help determine the
collection of appropriate data and the types of analysis used after data collection. The last
component, criteria for interpreting data, focuses on the need for a robust and compelling
interpretation of findings. As stated by Yin (2014), addressing a number of rival
explanations is criteria for strengthening research findings. Triangulation—using multiple
sources of evidence—is also necessary and helps to satisfy the four tests of a quality
research design: construct validity, internal validity, external validity, and reliability (p.
46). Thus, the greater the attention to all five components of the case study design at the
onset, the stronger the potential for a quality research study.
Because case study research focuses on “understand[ing] complex social
phenomena” (Yin, 2014, p. 4), it is an ideal methodology for investigating the social
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phenomena of gender construction through the experience of writing. Specifically, a case
study approach depends on the viewpoints of participants and seeks to understand the
world through their eyes and experiences (Creswell, 2007). Exploring the creative writing
of adolescent girls in an after-school workshop is vital to understanding participants’
perspectives and is especially congruent with case study epistemology. I specifically
chose a holistic case study design in order to examine a range of gendered experiences
through the multiple and varied perspectives of girls from diverse backgrounds,
personalities, and life experiences. Furthermore, this study was bounded by the
workshop’s duration of eight weeks, and workshop participants were selected as the unit
of analysis because of the study’s focus on understanding girls’ lived realities, and
specifically, their construction of identity. Finally, three focal participants were selected
in order to form a more fine-grained analysis of the phenomenon of study.
Research Design
I conducted a holistic case study with middle school girls in an out-of-school
creative writing workshop. In the following section, I outline the research design for this
study, including context, participants, data collection, and data analysis. While the
planned research design was highly structured, I want to acknowledge the messiness of
qualitative data when working with human subjects, and the necessity of adjusting the
research design during different stages of the study based on unanticipated events and
findings. To forge ahead with a pre-established plan regardless of the outcome is not best
practices of qualitative research (Dyson & Genishi, 2005). Therefore, I engaged in
constant reflection regarding the design of the study throughout data collection.
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Context
The context of this study took place at an after-school writing workshop, called
the Girl Power writing workshop, for middle school girls living in Franklin County (place
name changed for anonymity). Franklin County is located in the northwest corner of a
southern state in the Southeastern United States. With a population of over half a million
and an area of 795 square miles, Franklin County encompasses rural, mountain, and
urban areas (United States Census Bureau, 2019). The county contains only one school
district, which is the largest public school district in the state and 44th largest in the
country, consisting of roughly 76,000 students (Franklin County Schools, 2019). Schools
range in demographics from rural to urban and high-income to Title One. The district has
19 middle schools with students in sixth through eighth grade (Franklin County Schools,
2019).
A unique aspect of the school district is their Arts Center for students that is
located in an urban area of the county. The Arts Center offers after-school programs for
students in grades 3-8 with program areas including “dance, strings, theatre, visual
arts, and writing” (Fine Arts Center, 2020). Students apply to the program of interest in
the winter and complete an audition in the spring. Chosen students are then enrolled in
their program area for the entirety of the next school year (Fine Arts Center, 2020). The
co-leader of the Girl Power writing workshop, Natalie Thomas, is the first-ever instructor
of the creative writing program. The creative writing curriculum is designed by Thomas
and “utilizes a process-based approach that facilitates the discovery and development of
young students' writer identities” (Fine Arts Center, 2020). Thomas is also the founder of
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the Wordsmiths—a nonprofit organization that empowers students aged 7-14 to use their
voice through writing.
Thomas and I came to know each other through our positions on the board of
directors for BookFest, a young adult literature festival. Because of our mutual interest in
youth and writing, I felt that Thomas’s expertise in leading writing workshops would be
an asset for my research study. Therefore, I invited Thomas to co-lead the Girl Power
writing workshop, which she accepted. In the spring and summer of 2020, Thomas and I
met on several occasions to develop the overall design of the workshop and plan
curriculum. We determined that the workshop would run for 8 weeks on Monday
afternoons from 4:00-5:30, making the workshop available right after school. The
original plan was to conduct workshops at an independent bookstore located in
downtown Franklin. However, the worldwide Covid-19 pandemic required the workshop
to move online. Zoom was the chosen virtual platform for all workshops, and Google
Docs were used for writing poetry and giving feedback. In the end, the Girl Power
writing workshop began in late August of 2020 and consisted of six middle school girls
aged 12-14.
Participants
Early adolescence, specifically ages 12-14, was the chosen participant
demographic because it is a time of identity shifting for many girls (Wigfield, Lutz, &
Wagner, 2005). With the onset of puberty, girls are grappling with rapid changes to their
bodies while also coming to terms with society’s stereotypical ideologies of the female
gender. This period of time often creates self-esteem issues for girls as they become more
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acutely aware of the meaning of their developing bodies and expected roles within a
patriarchal culture (Perry & Pauletti, 2011; Tolman et al., 2006). Overall, research shows
middle school is a period in life when most adolescents are thinking and struggling with
their identities, and thus, a logical participant group for this study (Gilligan, 1993;
Midgley & Edelin, 1998).
Participants for the workshop were identified by their involvement with Thomas
in current and past Art Center programs and Wordsmiths workshops. The rationale for
only advertising the workshop to past participants of Thomas’s workshops was due to
their pre-established relationship. Because the theme of the Girl Power writing workshop
was on gender identity, Thomas felt that participants and parents would be more
comfortable with the workshop because they already knew and trusted Thomas.
Advertising of the Girl Power writing workshop began after Franklin County School’s
spring break in 2020. Thomas distributed email flyers to her current and past female
students who fit the age range, and personal emails from Thomas were sent to the parents
of students who demonstrated interest and openness in writing about identity in past
workshops.
Students interested in the workshop completed a short Google form that asked for
the student’s name, age, school, parent information, race, preferred pronouns, and short
paragraph telling us about something beautiful (in 250 words or less). Eight girls
completed the Google form in order to be part of the workshop. After IRB approval, a
virtual meeting over Zoom was held with the participants and their parents in order to
disseminate information about the writing workshop and the research study. At the
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meeting, I displayed handouts with an overview of the study, the type of data to be
collected (observations, documents, and interviews), and a timeline for collection. I also
provided parents and participants with consent forms that detailed the potential risks of
the study. In the end, six of the eight girls agreed to participate in the workshop and had
all consent forms signed and returned by the first writing workshop on August 24, 2020.
At this point, data collection began.
Table 3.1
Participants’ Self-Reported Demographics
Participants

Age

School

Gender

Ethnicity

Pronouns

Emma

13

Public School

Female

White

she/her/hers

Bailey

12

Public School

Female

White

she/her/hers

Celia

14

Public School

Female

White

she/her/hers

Alice

12

Private School

Female

N/A

N/A

Eva

13

Public School

Female

N/A

N/A

Jordan

13

Homeschool

Female

N/A

she/her/they/them

Initially, data was collected on all consenting participants of the study in order to
determine the best possible focal participants. Case study research requires both an
examination of similarities and differences between the participants in order to better
understand the phenomenon of study (Stake, 2013). For this reason, all participants wrote
a personal list poem (Fagin, 1991) during the first writing workshop that included
information about participants’ identity markers, such as race, sexuality, gender, class,
and religion as well as their personalities, interests, and beliefs (see Figure 3.1).
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Figure 3.1
Identity List Poem Prompt PowerPoint Slide

From this list poem and initial observations, three girls with a diversity of experiences,
characteristics, and opinions were selected as the focal participants for the study. The
reason for selecting three participants was because it allowed for an analysis of data (Yin,
2014) without the data collection and analysis process becoming overwhelming.
Ideally, participants would have been diverse in ethnicity, background,
personality, thought, and experience, and I originally planned that each participant would
identify differently within the demographics of race, class, and sexuality. However, the
only girl who identified as a race other than white decided not to participate in the
workshop after the parental meeting. Also, participants did not share their sexual
preferences in their list poem or during the first few workshops. However, some
participants did share aspects of their sexual orientation in later workshops. Because a
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diversity of race and sexuality was not possible, the three focal participants were selected
based on the greatest possible diversity between existing participants. This was
determined by observing the range of participant personalities, with each focal participant
falling at different points on the continuum from outgoing to introverted. The three focal
participants were also determined by diversity in background and experiences, including
religion, mental health, and regional identity. The focal participants’ diversity in
personality and background allowed me to observe their differences in experiences and
beliefs while also identifying common themes across this diversity (Patton, 2015).
Furthermore, a willingness to discuss a vulnerable topic, such as gender, was vital to my
research; therefore, I selected focal participants who displayed openness and honesty
during initial discussions in order to “organiz[e] around the multicase research question”
(Stake, 2013, p. 9). Overall, I selected the three focal participants based on the greatest
amount of diversity possible between existing participants and on their willingness to
engage in vulnerable dialogue around gender.
Sampling Strategy
Purposeful sampling was the first strategy used for selecting focal participants for
the study (Patton, 2002). According to Patton (2002), purposeful sampling is used to
select focal participants that are “information rich” and that “offer useful manifestations
of the phenomenon of interest” (p. 40). Because this study sought to understand middle
school girls’ construction of gender identity in an after-school writing workshop,
selecting focal participants that offered an in-depth understanding of this phenomenon
were essential. In order to determine the three focal participants through purposeful
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sampling, participants were observed during the first workshop and their writings (journal
and poems) from this session were analyzed. I searched for girls who were open to
speaking and writing deeply about their ideas of gender identity. Furthermore, the
relationship between the researcher and participants was vital to the study and required
trust, openness, and care (Clandinin, Pushor, & Orr, 2007). For this reason, I also used
purposeful sampling to determine participants that displayed a bond and collaborative
disposition with me, as the researcher, and with Thomas, as the co-leader.
According to Stake (1995), an important criterion for sampling is to “maximize
what we can learn” by selecting focal participants that will lead to the greatest possible
understanding of the phenomenon (p. 4). Thus, for my second sampling strategy, I used
maximum variation sampling in order to “document diversity” and “common
patterns…across the diversity” (Patton, 2015), with the hope of maximizing my
understanding of girls’ gender identity construction from multiple perspectives. To
determine the three focal participants of greatest diversity, the list poem completed by
participants during the first workshop was analyzed. The list poem included prompts
about interests, family, friends, beliefs, and preferences (see Figure 3.1). This poem,
along with observations during the first workshop, aided in determining participants with
varied identity markers, including differences in personality, religious beliefs, and
regional identity. The three girls showing the greatest variety of differences were selected
as the focal participants: Emma, Celia, and Bailey.
Data Collection
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Yin (2014) details six sources of data and evidence typical of case study design:
“documentation, archival records, interviews, direct observations, participantobservation, and physical artifacts” (p. 103). While the specific sources used in a
particular case study are determined by the researcher, several different forms of data are
required in order to provide convincing findings that are accurate and compelling. Yin
(2014) describes the use of several of these sources of data as the “converging lines of
inquiry” or triangulation (p. 120), which is a vital element of a case study’s validity and
reliability. In this case study, data was collected on the three focal participants through
participant-observations during the writing workshop, individual semi-structured
participant interviews, and participant-generated documents in order to answer the
research questions.
Participant-Observations
Participant-observations require the researcher to be more than a passive observer
in the field; the researcher must take on diverse roles and participate in the activities and
actions being studied (Yin, 2014). The role of a researcher within participantobservations works on a continuum from nonparticipation to complete participation
(DeWalt & DeWalt, 2002). The level of participation for this case study involved “active
participation” and “active membership” (DeWalt & DeWalt, 2002, p. 25). In active
participation, the researcher engages in almost all of the activities performed by the
research participants. Active membership is similar in that it involves the researcher
taking on “some or all of the roles of core members” (DeWalt & DeWalt, 2002, p. 25).
This case study utilized participant-observations during the after-school writing
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workshop, rather than direct observations, because, as the researcher, I was involved in
all activities and discussions during the workshop.
A major challenge in participant-observations is having the time to take notes
(Yin, 2014). For this reason, participant-observations were video recorded through Zoom
during each workshop because “many repeated observation situations” should be used to
“get a representative coverage of the relationships for this particular case” (Stake, 1995,
p. 63). The Zoom recordings were transcribed after each workshop and tidied throughout
the eight weeks to continuously analyze data during the entirety of the workshop. After
observations, field notes were also taken that were “thick and rich in narrative
description” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 169). Field notes included initial thoughts and
reflections of the observations, as pertaining to the research questions.
Interviews
According to Yin (2014), “One of the most important sources of case study
evidence is interview” (p. 110). Because case study is focused on “understand[ing] the
world from the subjects’ point of view” (Brinkman & Kvale, 2015, p. 3), interviews are
an incredibly useful strategy for uncovering the personal perceptions of participants.
Therefore, this study included individual semi-structured interviews that were conducted
over Zoom with each focal participant on a weekly rotation. Working with the parents
and the participants’ schedules, each focal participant was interviewed near the beginning
and middle of the workshop, resulting in two interviews per participant during the eightweek study. After concluding the workshop, each participant completed a final interview
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within the following week. Thus, each focal participant was interviewed three times
during the entirety of the study.
Interviewing the three focal participants allowed me to better understand their
experiences in the writing workshop from their perspective. It also provided further
insight into the participants’ beliefs about gender identity and their experiences of gender
in the current social, political, and cultural climate. Thus, interviews were used to capture
the immediate reactions and emotions of participants within the writing workshop,
specifically focusing on experiences of gender and identity. All interviews were video
recorded through Zoom in order to accurately report the participants’ viewpoints by using
their own words and expressions. Furthermore, an interview protocol was designed for
each interview with approximately five open-ended question pertaining to each
participant’s gender identity, weekly writings, gendered experiences, and events from the
workshop (Brinkman & Kvale, 2015). The final interview that was conducted with each
of the three participants also involved an interview protocol of approximately five openended questions pertaining to the participants’ overall experience (see Appendix A) of the
writing workshop and how their perceptions of themselves as girls changed (or did not
change). These interviews allowed for both a specific and broad understanding of how
girls are conceptualizing and constructing their gender identity through writing.
Documents
According to Stake (1995), documents provide “unexpected clues” and
researchers need to be alert to new revelations provided by participant documents (p. 68).
Thus, I collected and analyzed participants’ writing to uncover new and unexpected clues
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about how girls use writing to form their ideas about gender and identity. Collected
documents included personal writings of the participants completed during the writing
workshop, such as poems and journaling. For this study, writings were defined as
products created by participants that used alphabetic print as the main type of
communicative mode, but may have also included multiple modalities, such as digital,
visual, sensory, bodily, etc. In moving beyond content, documents are also particularly
useful to the collection of data because they speak to the study of the social setting and
embodied relations, including the circumstances surrounding how the document was
produced and how it functions in a specific space (Prior, 2003; Woodard, Vaughan, &
Coppola, 2020). Therefore, collected documents also offered insight into the setting of
the workshop and how the pedagogy, culture, social norms, and bodily experiences of the
space affected the written word. All documents written by the participants during the
duration of the workshop were collected and stored on a password- protected computer.
Data Analysis
Data analysis is the “everlasting effort to make sense of things” (Stake, 1995, p.
72), which takes time and a systematic method, especially when “making sense” of a
large amount of data. For this reason, the analysis of my research data was ongoing
during data collection and viewed through the analytic frame of feminist theories of
gender (Barad, 2008; Butler, 1990; Crenshaw, 1989) and sociocultural theories of
language (Bakhtin, 1981; Holland et al., 1998; Vygotsky, 1978). Two rounds of coding
were used to analyze the data.
Thematic Coding
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For the first level of coding, I began with categorical aggregation by looking for
multiple instances in the data where issue-relevant meanings emerged from the workshop
observations, participant interviews, and written documents (Stake, 1995). Within this
first stage, I searched for emergent themes across the three types of data and across the
three focal participants (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Themes were established, defined, and
organized in a matrix by making “categories and placing the evidence within such
categories” (Yin, 2014, p. 135).
Pattern Coding
For the second level of coding, I used pattern coding to look for emerging patterns
within and across the case (Saldaña, 2015). Pattern coding was used in the second coding
cycle in order to group and organize the emergent themes from the first level of coding.
According to Miles and Huberman (1994), “pattern codes are hunches,” and some pattern
codes may hold across the study, while others will need to be thrown out (p. 72). At this
stage, I removed, collapsed, and reclassified several codes to fit newly discovered
patterns (Miles & Huberman, 1994), resulting in eight overall themes with thirty total
codes (see Appendix D). Each focal participant comprised their own theme with several
codes, and evidence from each data source was individually analyzed according to the
determined themes and codes. Pattern coding was also used to search for causes and
explanations within the data.
Benefits and Limitations
This case study benefits the field of literacy education by disseminating the
writing practices and gendered experiences of three diverse girls. Through data analysis,
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common themes between participants were revealed, adding to the generalizability
(Stake, 1995) of the findings. This study also adds insight into writing pedagogy and
practice associated with conversations surrounding gender identity and its potential use in
other group spaces, such as workshops and classrooms. A limitation to this case study
proposal was its bounding in a single space and context. By bounding this case study to
the writing workshop, the time for data collection was limited to eight weeks and events
were contained to this one context (Creswell, 2007). This study was also limited by the
online format. Several participants desired an in-person format, and struggled with
technology issues during the workshops.
The ease of obtaining resources and access was a benefit of the study. The
necessary resources for this case study included a computer, Zoom, and notebook, all of
which were relatively easy to acquire. In regards to access, Thomas and I were granted
automatic access to the site because it was an out of school writing workshop that fell
beyond the scope of the school system. IRB was also easily obtained and followed the
normal process for human subjects research. However, one limitation in this case study
design was the amount and diversity of participants required. With the issue of Covid-19,
a smaller number of participants signed up for the workshop than expected. While the
workshop began with six participants, one girl (Jordan) had to end her participation in the
workshop early because of a change in her school schedule due to Covid-19. With only
six participants, which reduced to five after workshop 2, we did not have the wide range
of diversity in race or sexuality as we had hoped. A further drawback was parent
discomfort with their daughter’s participation in a study that centered on the sensitive
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topic of gender. After the parental meeting, two girls decided not to participant, one of
whom was racially diverse.
Validity and Reliability
Establishing strong validity and reliability in a case study is vital to the overall
quality of the research and design (Yin, 2014). To validly answer the research question,
sufficient evidence needs to be obtained. The case study methods I utilized validly
answer the research questions through the triangulation of data sources (Merriam, 1998).
I conducted observations and interviews, while also collecting participant documents.
Through these multiple sources of data, I provided a robust and solid chain of evidence
for the stated research questions (Yin, 2014). Validity was also established through
member checking (Merriam, 1998). Only participants truly know if the interpretation of
their views, experiences, and actions are credible; therefore, in interviews, I asked
participants to give feedback on the interpretation of their writing and experiences in the
workshop.
According to Yin (2014) the objective of reliability is for other researchers to be
able to replicate the same study with similar findings and conclusions. Yet, a challenge in
case study research is the ever changing nature of human behavior and phenomenon.
Therefore, reliability in qualitative research is more focused on the researcher’s findings
being consistent with the collection of data (Merriam, 1998). To maintain consistency
and dependability in answering my research questions, I explicated my research design in
a step-by-step manner and described my implementation process in detail in order to
create an audit trail (Merriam, 1998). My research report also included a limitations
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section, which described the possible effectiveness of my methods of study and elements
that detracted from my results. In the introduction, I also presented my positionality
statement to establish transparency in my analysis process and acknowledge the possible
assumptions behind my interpretations.
Summary
In this chapter, I outlined the purpose of this research study along with my
rationale for using a holistic case study methodology in order to examine adolescent
girls’ gender identity construction through writing in an after-school workshop.
Furthermore, I provided an overview of the research design, including the setting,
participants, and data collection and analysis. Finally, the limitations and validity sections
offered insight into the constraints within the study design and the steps taken to
strengthen the rigor and trustworthiness of the research.
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CHAPTER FOUR
CASE STUDY FINDINGS

Girls
You say we are butterflies;
Pretty and easily crushed.
Ha. News flash:
Monarchs are poisonous.
-Alice
In this chapter, I discuss findings related to each research question. First, I present
the context of the workshop, including the atmosphere of the workshop space and a rich
description of the participants, with an individual introduction for each of the three
selected focal participants. Second, to answer research question two, the specific
processes and pedagogy associated with this all-girl writing workshop are described.
Research question two is answered first because it relates to the overall design and
implementation of the writing workshop. The description of processes and pedagogy is
necessary to comprehend the context of the workshop which lays a foundation for
understanding how girls authored (Holland et al., 1998) in that space. Third, to answer
research question one, I discuss findings related to specific ways the three focal
participants authored their gender identities in the context of the workshop. In the
following sections, I use the first-person perspective due to my active participation in the
workshop as a co-leader. I argue that research conducted “in the qualitative, critical and
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feminist paradigm” necessitates the use of the first person to maintain the
“epistemologies of the research and in the pursuit of reflexivity” (Webb, 1992, p. 747).
“Knowing That You’re Not Alone:” The Workshop Context
Each Monday afternoon for eight weeks, we, a group of six middle school girls
and two co-leaders, gathered in front of our computers to participate in the Girl Power
writing workshop. Natalie Thomas, my co-leader, and I would always arrive a few
minutes early to chat about our weeks, releasing our anxiety about the Covid-19
pandemic, teaching in-person, and juggling family life with career. Thomas was a young
mother with a kindergarten-aged son who we could often hear playing video games in the
background of our workshops. In reality, family life was never far from our meetings;
with brothers bursting into rooms, parents chuckling in the background, and cats walking
across screens, we would simply pause to appreciate the interruptions. This merging of
work and home was happening across the world due to the pandemic, and our workshop
took on the new form of a home-based workshop. Over the eight weeks, participants
began to arrive early to workshops too, and these moments reflected the need for even
greater connection. In these extra moments, we celebrated Emma’s haircut into a 1920s
bob, mourned the loss of Celia’s elderly neighbor, and laughed about recent apple
picking adventures. As some girls rushed around on screen to ready themselves with
notebooks and snacks, others of us used these beginning moments to center ourselves and
share our lives.
When the clock hit 4:00 and the light conversations ended, Thomas or I shared the
weekly PowerPoint, which included discussion questions, mentor poems, writing
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prompts, and visuals. As co-leaders, we took turns preparing and leading the workshops,
with Thomas leading the odd weeks and I the even weeks. The original conception for the
workshop format included two identical rounds of the following sequence: 1) journal
writing, 2) reading and discussing one poem, 3) poem writing. After the first workshop,
Thomas and I realized that moving through this sequence twice in 90 minutes was
unmanageable, and more time was needed for participants to write poems. Thus, the
workshop format was condensed into discussing one prompt, reading and discussing two
or three poems at one time, and writing one poem from a selection of prompts. This
altered format allowed participants to write for at least 15 minutes with enough time for
sharing at the end.
Table 4.1
Workshop Context
Workshop

Date

Theme

1

8/24/2020

Who am I?

2

8/31/2020

Who do famous stories say I am?

3

9/7/2020

Who does my family say I am?

4

9/14/2020

Who do my peers say I am?

5

9/21/2020

Who does the media say I am?

6

9/28/2020

Who am I now?

7

10/5/2020

Who do I want to be?

8

10/12/2020

Final Celebration
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Each workshop focused on a different issue related to being a girl, which ranged
from family relationships to growing up to body image. In the earlier workshops, the girls
were shy to share, often needing some gentle prodding from the leaders, but once
relationships were built, the girls made the discussions their own. Stories, experiences,
and laughter swirled within that online space, creating a sense of safety and belonging. In
discussing the selected published poems, the girls came alive, giving interpretations and
building off each other’s ideas. When it came time for their own writing, the screens
clicked off and the sound muted, each person retreated to their own inner world in order
to create, often using techniques from the model poems just read. However, the greatest
satisfaction came in the sharing of our writing, as each person gathered the courage to
read a bit of her heart. Every disclosure was met with applause and praise—every piece
of writing was met with celebration. Our time on Zoom became a hallowed space for the
validation of hard, deep emotions, and in these precious moments, we all bore witness to
each other’s stories and voices.
The many events of the workshop were all enacted from the comfort of my living
room couch, as Zoom made the workshop accessible from our homes. This also offered
me a window into participants’ homes; their chosen spaces speaking to the diversity of
personalities. At 13 years old, Eva always sat a few feet removed from a desk in her
bedroom—an expansive space with tidy shelves and made bed. Even though she
appeared small on the screen, with her fast-talk and sharp wit, Eva commanded attention
when she spoke and provided much-needed humor for the workshop. Alice, on the other
hand, rarely talked in the workshop, preferring to listen and give input only when she felt
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necessary. Sitting in what appeared to be a study with large, imposing bookshelves and
deep, coffee colored walls, 12-year-old Alice sat calmly in the middle of her screen,
absorbing the workshop events with expressive eyes and kind smile. While 13-year-old
Jordan was only present for a few workshops, her flaming red hair claimed the screen,
playing off the backdrop of her bare sage green walls. These three girls were very much
part of the workshop; however, they were not the chosen focal participants, resulting in
less visibility in this chapter. The following three focal participants, Bailey, Celia, and
Emma, receive more detailed explanation in order to provide an impression that is “thick
and rich in narrative description” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 169).
“I Was a Fighter”—Bailey
At 12-years-old, Bailey’s large personality took up the space of her screen, with
the backdrop of her bedroom resembling an attic space with sloped ceilings, whirring fan,
and cat napping among the built-in bookshelves. Bailey had large eyes and long dark
brown hair which she refused to brush because, as Bailey stated, she was on a campaign
against hairbrushes. As a seventh grader at a large magnet middle school in an urban
setting, Bailey attended school in a hybrid format. Bailey’s style could best be described
as athletic or tomboyish, which was reinforced by her desire to play on a boys’ football
team someday. For Bailey, being “a girly girly” was to be avoided at all costs and was a
label that she actively worked against as her body began to develop. Bailey had a deep,
almost painful, aversion to conversations of the body, a sentiment that stemmed from
Bailey’s expressed desire to not grow up and to stay a girl forever.
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At the time of the workshop, Bailey had only been living in the southeast for one
year, having recently moved from New York City where she was born and raised. Her
mother was originally from the southeast and wanted to live closer to her extended
family. Both of Bailey’s parents worked from home, her mother working for the
marketing department of a global news source and her father working as an architect.
Being the oldest child in the family, Bailey described her eight-year-old brother as
annoying, but the two siblings could often be found running around outside with their
neighbors and cousins.
Moving to a new city presented challenges for Bailey, specifically feelings of
loneliness and grief over relationships left behind. For this reason, Bailey often expressed
the fear of being alone, without family or friends close by. In her new school, Bailey was
accepted into the “nerdy” clique, and, according to Bailey, was labeled a nerd because of
her intelligence and glasses. Bailey expressed the limiting nature of this label, citing it as
an impediment to her growth, but she feared potential social consequences if she tried to
change, such as negative peer reactions and the potential for loneliness. Bailey chose to
adhere to the nerd label and the nerdy clique as a way to maintain friendships and
consistency in her life, even though she described it as stopping her from changing and
growing.
“I Must Be Praised”—Celia
Celia set up her workshop space in a bright, white room surrounded by chaotic
floor-to-ceiling shelves, streaming with books, boxes, and office supplies. With short
brown hair and a strong, mature stature, Celia turned fourteen during the writing
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workshop, becoming our oldest participant. Celia was an eighth grade student who
attended a local public school in a hybrid format and often struggled with the technology
in the workshop, needing help from her mother or brother. Having been born and raised
in the southeast, Celia did not consider herself southern, even though she agreed that
undeniably she had the strongest southern accent in her family. With a brother only 18
months younger, Celia described their relationship as very close and equitable. She
remembers not being allowed to play with Barbie’s as a girl and was encouraged, with
her brother, to play with educational, gender-neutral toys. Both of Celia’s parents worked
in education. Her mother was an art teacher, and her father was a former principal that
now taught students with social and emotional issues.
Celia described her family as religious; they attended a Baptist church with other
teachers from her parents’ jobs. While Celia felt that their church was conservative by
maintaining a male pastor and being against same-sex marriage, her family had more
open views about such topics. In fact, her dad had more makeup than her mother because
of their participation in theater productions—a fact that she felt would not be welcomed
by their church. While Celia enjoyed theater, she also loved walking around downtown,
hiking, and biking with her family. Her biggest passion, though, was anatomy and
learning about the body. Celia’s grandfather had gifted her with his old anatomy
textbooks from college, which Celia described as the best present ever. Overall, Celia
loved reading and often enjoyed discussing her favorite authors. She even named her new
pet fish, Atticus Fish, after her favorite book.
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Celia identified herself as non-neurotypical. She explained that she sometimes
had to take small breaks during the writing workshops because of her Obsessive
Compulsive Disorder (OCD) and tic disorder, both of which made it hard for her to
focus. Celia also expressed challenges with anxiety and panic attacks and a problem with
stuttering in the sixth grade. Because of issues related to her mental health, Celia often
felt excluded in school and in after-school activities and endured bullying from her peers.
The feeling of being “othered” created insecurities for Celia, especially with body image
and weight, which resulted in an eating disorder. In the workshop, Celia was quick to
open up to the other girls about her challenges, and her honesty and vulnerability about
her life and struggles helped to deepen discussions and relationships between
participants.
“I Am a Unique Word”—Emma
Moving to a new room for each workshop, and even sitting outside, 7th grade
Emma enjoyed the many spaces of her home, often commenting on her love of the deep
green of her bedroom walls and the happy yellow of the sunroom. At 13-years-old,
Emma was part of a highly gifted program in an urban public middle school, which
Emma chose to attend fully online due to the pandemic. Originally from Nebraska, she
moved to the southeast when she was four years old. For this reason, she did not consider
herself southern, but a neutral blend of her birth place and current home. Both of her
parents were originally from the Midwest and now worked as professors in the biology
department at a private liberal arts university. Being the only child, Emma spent a great
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deal of time with her parents and described her family as non-religious and her home as
her safe place.
Emma loved to decorate and often spoke of rearranging her room. As a birthday
gift, Emma’s parents allowed her to redecorate their hallway entrance which included the
purchase of an antique table, another of Emma’s interests. Emma expressed that she had
more in common with adults than kids her own age, citing her unique interests and level
of maturity as potential reasons for struggling to connect with other girls. Emma was
keenly interested in travelling, an activity she often engaged in with her parents preCovid. From her travels, Emma developed a passion for all things British, including a
love for Jane Austin. Emma explained that her unique interests were even present at
seven-years-old when she decided to become a vegetarian, even though her parents were
not. Emma made this decision on her own based on what she knew about the
environmental impact of eating meat, and she never wavered in this decision.
For these reasons, Emma described herself as being a different kind of girl, which
resulted in school not feeling safe or accepting. For Emma, school did not feed into her
intellectual strengths and interests and was not a place where she felt she could be herself.
Emma’s aversion to school had nothing to do with her intellectual capacities, however;
on the contrary, Emma’s intellectual appetite and curiosity were insatiable. Over the
summer, Emma wrote a novel, practiced speaking French in her spare time, and took
Context Classes over Zoom about art history and Coco Channel. Emma’s dislike of
school also stemmed from friendship drama. Having been part of the popular clique,
Emma grew tired of what she described as backbiting and meanness and eventually left
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these toxic friendships. As a result, Emma experienced loneliness and bullying, but
overtime she redefined the experience as an epiphany through which she came to find
greater authenticity and new friendships.
Each of the three focal participants in this study encompassed a diversity of
personality traits, experiences, and opinions. From their unique points of view, the many
different ways of being a girl were dissected and expressed, shedding light on both the
commonality and diversity of girlhood. While Emma, Celia, and Bailey all displayed a
variety of intersecting identities, the writing workshop drew them together through shared
experiences, interests, and emotions.
The Workshop Processes and Pedagogy
In the following section, I discuss findings related to the second research
question: What are the processes and pedagogy associated with the authoring of gender
identity in an out-of-school all-girl writing workshop? Through workshop observations
and participant interviews, data revealed several important aspects of the processes and
pedagogy necessary for the authoring (Holland et al., 1998) of gender identity in the
workshop. First, I offer a detailed description of the processes of designing curriculum.
Second, the processes of building a safe and supportive workshop community are
elucidated, including participant perceptions of the workshop space as compared to
school. Third, I discuss the unforeseen inclusion of technology, along with the necessary
changes made to the processes in the workshop based on the digital format. Fourth, the
pedagogy utilized for the reading and writing of poetry is detailed and includes
participant perceptions of their own growth as readers and writers. Fifth, it was necessary
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to make changes to the processes and pedagogy of the workshop over time, and these
alterations are provided along with participants’ suggestions for future workshops.
The Processes of the Workshop
The aim of the workshop was to create a space where girls felt comfortable
sharing experiences, feelings, and ideas about their gender identities. In order to foster
potential for this type of space, Thomas and I carefully planned the processes we believed
would benefit participants both individually and as a community. In the months leading
up to the workshop, Thomas and I met on several occasions to determine the format of
the workshops, including weekly topics, discussion questions, model poems, and writing
prompts. While we could not plan for all aspects of the workshop, our preparation aided
in the positive relationships and experiences that were cultivated in the after-school
space. Overall, the most important processes in the workshop included the intentional
selection of curriculum, the building of a safe community, and the (unexpected) use of
technology.
“I Have to Share this Poem:” The Processes of Curating Curriculum
In order to foster discussions and personal writings on the topic of gender,
Thomas and I carefully curated the professional, model poems that would be read in the
workshops. We determined that roughly two or three poems would be read each week,
and poems were selected based on their relevance to the week’s topic and their variety of
perspectives and voices. Thomas and I were intentional about selecting poems by diverse
poets with diverse writing styles and specifically centered the voices and writings of
women through our selection. Our desire was for participants to be exposed to women
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poets who are not often taught in school in order to broaden participants’ conceptions of
what it means to be a writer and what stories are worthy of being told. For this reason,
selected poets were from diverse backgrounds and cultures, showing both the universality
as well as difference in how women experience the world based on race, sexuality, and
class. Participants expressed a particular love for Phenomenal Woman by Maya Angelou
and the poems of Rupi Kaur. While we anticipated only using poems written by women,
two poems read in the workshop were by men (The Swimming Pool by Thomas Lux and
No Images by William Waring Cuney) and were included because they were the best
representation of experiences of adolescent bullying and classism.
Thomas and I were also intentional about selecting poems that either paired or
juxtaposed one another in the weekly readings. As an example, the topic of workshop 3
(10/7) was focused on how our families view us as girls. While Thomas and I had a range
of poems to select for this workshop, we intentionally included Cleanliness is Next to
Godliness by Nin Andrews and For My Mother by May Sarton because of the different
ways these poems modeled relationships with maternal figures. In Andrew’s poem, the
author described a fraught relationship with her conservative and gender biased
grandmother. Whereas, Sarton’s poem gave tribute to the positive role-model of her
mother. When read together, the differences between maternal figures was more
pronounced, deepening participants’ discussions and insights of the poems. Poems were
also paired and juxtaposed based on poetic techniques, such as line length, descriptive
verbs, extended metaphor, and tone. In reading two or three poems in short succession,
participants were able to make comparisons between author style and poetic devices.
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Even in our first workshop, participants noticed differences between poems; for instance,
Emma made the comment:
The contrast between this poem and the poem that we read previously...the
structure of it. I think they’re so different, because this one, while it’s a poem,
they’re so much more like paragraphs compared to the other one with very small
lines. I thought that was interesting.
After participants verbalized what they noticed in the model poems, these specific
techniques would then surface in the participants’ own writings, as they played with these
new poetic devices and authorial styles. The topics of the model poems were also
reflected in the participants’ writings, revealing the importance of carefully selecting
literature; exposing participants to poems about women’s lives opened up possibilities for
participants to write about aspects of girlhood that may have otherwise gone unvoiced.
While a strength in the processes of the workshop was the careful curation of
curriculum, Thomas and I also made space for flexibility in the design and
implementation. We spent time before and after each workshop discussing unexpected
events and how to alter our expectations and design as a result. For instance, in workshop
5 (9/21), the participants were discussing poems about media and body image, and Emma
brought up the impact of social media on girls:
Those social media platforms just portray body shaming or ideas of what's
beautiful and everyone's having the greatest life ever, and they just put forth their
filtered beautiful photos that aren't real.
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This comment reminded Thomas of a poem that she had read but decided not to include
in the weekly reading and discussion. Because the workshop discussion naturally
gravitated toward this topic, Thomas decided, on the spot, to find the poem and read it to
the participants:
Okay, so I'm feeling inspired. I'm actually gonna go off track right now
because…there is this poem I found and I was like, “Oh my gosh, I have to share
this poem with these girls” and I did not put it on the PowerPoint. And, then
hearing [Emma] talk about that just made me think, yes, I have to do this poem
now, like, right now. I'm just going to find it and do it!
Because of the online format, Thomas quickly Googled the poem and was able to display
it, bringing another applicable poem into the context of the discussion. The flexibility and
freedom of the workshop design created spontaneous situations, such as this example,
when changes to curriculum occurred in the moment.
“You Can Be Who You Want to Be:” The Processes of Building Community
The processes for creating a safe space for participants to author (Holland et al.,
1998) their gender identities was vital in the workshop; therefore, building a supportive
community was of the utmost importance during planning and implementation. Because
the workshop had a feminist focus around the topic of gender identity, much attention
was given to creating a safe space in which the participants felt comfortable sharing
vulnerable, personal experiences about gender. At the beginning of the first workshop, a
group motto was introduced as a way to set a precedent for the workshops. The motto
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included three points: 1) What we say here, stays here, 2) We speak honestly and openly,
3) We listen with big ears and kind hearts (see Figure 4.1).
Figure 4.1
Girl Power Workshop Group Motto

The intention of the motto was to immediately designate the workshop space as safe and
to outline the expectations for our treatment of one another. Another intentional practice
for creating community involved Thomas and I participating in all activities, thereby
lessening the hierarchy between participants and leaders. We viewed ourselves as guides,
and anything we expected from the participants, we engaged in too. During workshops,
Thomas and I shared vulnerable stories from our lives, wrote alongside the girls, and read
our poems. In many ways, our full participation set the tone for the workshop. For
example, by only giving positive verbal feedback to participants’ poems, we modeled the
safe and supportive community we desired for participants. We also intentionally made
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connecting statements during the workshops, such as “I can relate to…” or “I can connect
to…,” in order to create an atmosphere of understanding, trust, and empathy. Over time,
the participants began using these statements as well and with greater frequency.
Another vital aspect of the processes for building a safe community was the
importance of freedom. Thomas and I encouraged participants to engage in the workshop
in ways that felt individual and authentic. If Celia needed to take a break because of her
anxiety, we encouraged her do what felt best in the moment. If Alice desired to stay silent
for an entire workshop, we validated her role as a listener. Every comment, story, and
personal writing was accepted in the workshop space and upheld as worthy of being
spoken and heard. The participants were also free to offer their unfiltered opinions and
disagree with one another—and with the leaders. Thomas and I were not offended if
participants disliked a poem or completely disregarded a writing prompt for their own
creative endeavor. In fact, we fostered this behavior by stressing in each workshop that
there were no wrong ways to think, interpret, or write—all perspectives were accepted.
Over time, participants noted the community that was built in the workshop and
how much they appreciated being part of a safe space. The girls touched on the different
ways they felt free within the workshop, whether through authenticity of self or nonjudgmental expression. For Bailey, freedom was felt in her ability to be herself in the
workshop, “It’s a space, a safe space to talk, and it’s kind of like you can be who you
want to be. You can ask for help if you need help. You don’t have to hide.” Emma
expressed a similar sentiment, stating that the workshop was a place for freedom of
expression:
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I think you and Ms. Natalie definitely create a very safe space, that you can
express yourself and no one will judge you. And, I think that’s just a really good
thing to have in something like this…I wrote that poem about being tall, and I feel
like in other places I might not feel comfortable sharing that insecurity that I had,
but I know that here I won’t be judged for it.
Because of the processes enacted in the workshop, the focal participants voiced the
importance of the community built in the workshop, including the safety of being
themselves without hiding and without the worry of being judged.
“It’s Not Like Your Typical Writing Class in School.” In attempting to build a
community of support and acceptance in the workshop, participants naturally spoke about
the differences between the workshop space and school. For the three focal participants,
school was not a safe space or a place where they felt accepted. Bailey often spoke about
the cliques in her school and how she was stereotyped because of her gender, appearance,
and intelligence. She described how tired she felt having to fight against gender
stereotypes and bias, but in the workshop, she did not feel the same fatigue:
You don’t really get tired [in the workshop] because, of course you always have
to fight a little bit, but there’s not as much to fight as there is on a normal daily
basis like when you go to school. You don’t get tired as easily [in the workshop].
In the workshop, Bailey maintained a positive gender identity, one that felt more
authentic than her school identity—one that she did not have to fight against.
For Celia, school was not a safe space due to the bullying she endured from her
peers and the unease of her teachers in dealing appropriately with her mental health.
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Because of the impact of mental health on her behavior, Celia was often taken out of
school and not invited back to extra-curricular events. The only space she felt accepted
and safe was in Thomas’s writing workshops:
It sounds really sad but a lot of teachers of extra-curricular kinds of things they
were…I wasn’t invited back because for some reasons…because they were scared
of me. I was trying to do extra stuff so that I could get friends, and people weren’t
very accepting. But Ms. Natalie’s class had always been very accepting. The
students were always accepting, and even if they weren’t, she made them. She
made sure everything was okay.
To feel included and safe in a space was paramount for Celia, and school was not able to
provide that type of community for her. Similarly, Emma expressed her challenges in
school with unsupportive teachers and students:
I’ve had some troubles with school and there’s people who are not kind and
there’s teachers who are not kind. I feel like there’s a lot more judgement and
superiority at school.
With a similar perspective to Celia, Emma viewed school as a judgmental space where
she lacked a “sense of security”—a place that stifled her sense of self. In direct contrast
to school, the workshop offered participants a supportive place to agentively author
(Holland et al., 1998) their gender identities, which was an alternative to the negative
relationships and interactions girls experienced in school.
“Everybody Put Yourself on Mute:” The Processes of Using Technology
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In preparing the processes and pedagogy for the workshop, what could not have
been anticipated was a worldwide pandemic. Through flexibility and quick thinking,
Thomas and I adapted the workshop for Zoom which created interesting challenges and
benefits for authoring (Holland et al., 1998) gender identity. For the most part,
technology worked as expected during the workshops, and no major issues were
experienced. However, participants’ (and sometimes leaders’) lack of knowledge with
technology caused disruptions. In workshop 1 (8/24), a great deal of time was spent
giving instructions about technology. Specifically, participants struggled to minimize
their screens or create split screens between Zoom and their poetry on Google Docs.
Thomas and I quickly became aware that our assumptions about participants’ digital
knowledge were incorrect and more explicit teaching of technology was needed.
Therefore, Thomas created a step-by-step video showcasing the tools used in Zoom and
how to maneuver between different applications on the computer. While Thomas’s
instructional video was helpful, participants continued to ask questions about accessing
folders and documents throughout the workshops.
In some situations, technology added benefits to the processes of the workshop
format. Specifically, conducting workshops online allowed for greater ease of sharing
images, poems, and resources. One specific example involved the unexpected advantage
of the chat box. While the chat box was not used much in the first workshop, it became a
well utilized tool over time. One important use was the inclusion of bits of information in
the chat box that enhanced the discussion, without actually interrupting the person
speaking. These comments ranged from light-hearted to enlightening to serious. In
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workshop 2 (8/31), we were discussing the Suffragettes, and Thomas added much needed
intersectional (Crenshaw, 1989) information to the conversation through the chat box:
And, I also think it’s important for everyone to know this was just white women,
too! It took SO MANY years longer for all women to get the right to vote. Such a
long battle!
It was beneficial to have a space to share ideas without actually interjecting in an ongoing
verbal conversation. With this tool, participants and leaders also shared writing ideas,
movie recommendations, website resources, and answers to questions that were posed
verbally. The chat box also functioned as a tool for building community. Often
participants were more open and free in writing than they were in speaking, showing
more of their personalities in the digital format. This could be seen in their willingness to
share their emotions, crack jokes, and ask questions in the chat box that were never
verbally expressed. At one point, the participants even poked fun at Thomas, showing
their ease with the chat box and one another in the workshop community:
Bailey: I’m finished.
Emma: “A writer is never finished” – Ms. Natalie
Bailey: I thought of that as soon as I said that.
Their personalities and expression could also be seen in the inclusion of emojis (Bailey:
and only boys can play football 😡) and interesting font (Eva: oH mY gOd I was so
excited), which added to the sense of community in the workshop. The chat box was a
space for numerous communicative purposes that enhanced the workshop. Overall,
moving to an online format was initially challenging, but ultimately benefitted the
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processes of the workshop by providing greater flexibility of sharing and discussion
through multimodal composition.
The Pedagogy of Reading and Writing
The most important aspect of pedagogy associated with authoring (Holland et al.,
1998) gender identity in the workshop was freedom in the approach to reading and
writing. The chosen approach to reading poems in the workshop was based on
Rosenblatt’s transactional theory of reading (1978) which posits that meaning-making
during reading involves a transaction between the text and the sociocultural context of the
reader. While texts contain meaning, being the thoughts of the writer, it is the reader who
brings her own meaning to the text through individual attributes, such as personality,
background, and life experiences. Much like the pedagogical approach to reading, our
pedagogical approach to writing also centered on authorial freedom. From this
perspective, the writing process embodied the personal and the social, making it a vital
tool for the enactment and representation of identity.
“What Did You Notice as I Read?” The Pedagogy of Reading
With Rosenblatt’s transactional theory (1978) in mind, poems were always read
out loud in the workshop, and the start of the discussion was left purposefully open,
asking only the simple, introductory question, “What did you notice?” The use of this
question was to intentionally elicit responses from the participants that were tied to
personal experiences and individual interpretations. The goal was for organic and natural
discussion to emerge from the reading of the poems. It did not take long for participants
to engage with this question. In fact, the first time a poem was read in a workshop and
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this question was posed, participants immediately gave their observations which led to a
fruitful discussion (8/24):
Schreuder: This is from Fast Speaking Woman, Part 1 by Anne Waldman.
Reads Poem
Schreuder: Okay, so what did you notice as I read through that?
Celia: There's a lot of “I am.”
Schreuder: Yes. There's a lot of the repetition of “I am.”
Bailey: Kind of listen to, like, the opposites. Like she was the one thing and this is
the opposite of it. And so she was that, too.
Eva: Oh yeah, like from Mars to jungle to tundra, or lake to sand.
Schreuder: Yeah, all these different terrains, all these different animals.
Absolutely. Notice anything else?
The openness of the directive “to notice” encouraged participants to share their ideas
without fear of having to give a right or wrong answer.
Because of the openness fostered in discussions about poems, participants were
not afraid to ask questions, which created spontaneous and organic moments of learning.
Participants’ questions often involved confusion about the meanings of lines, words, and
authorial style. As an example, in workshop 7 (10/5), Emma found the last lines of a Joy
Harjo poem confusing, and she didn’t shy away from asking for clarification:
Emma: I was a bit confused about the last, the second to last line. I didn’t really
understand that one. [Line: Remember the dance language is, that life is.]
Schreuder: That’s a good question.
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Thomas: It is saying that language is a dance and life is a dance…If it didn’t have
the word “that” in there I think it would have made more sense
linguistically…I’m real big on cutting out articles in poems and cutting
out unnecessary that’s, the’s, and a’s, and this is an example of one of
those situations where she obviously cut it out to give it more of a flow.
Emma’s question prompted new learning in the moment, with Thomas teaching
participants to notice article use in poems and their importance to the overall flow of a
poem. These teachable moments were never planned, having emanated from the
participants themselves, which created a strong workshop community that encouraged
participant engagement and agency.
Other questions that participants posed related to writing techniques that they
noticed in poems but could not name. At the start of the workshop, the participants knew
a limited amount of poetic terminology, often having to describe poetic devices because
the term was unknown. Thus, throughout readings, Thomas and I intentionally verbalized
poetic terminology as a way to introduce new concepts and terms to the participants.
Words such as stanza, personification, and allusion were used in context and defined as
necessary. As the workshop progressed, participants became curious about poetic devices
and began asking more questions about techniques they were noticing in the poems that
were read. In workshop 6 (9/28), Emma made an excellent observation about a specific
technique for line breaks:
Emma: I just noticed this…on the line where it says, “after winning. Ears up,
girls, ears up!” …I think it's interesting how she ends a sentence and starts
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another one on the same line, because I've always kind of struggled with
where to break my poems. I’ve tried to do it word by word or phrase by
phrase, and I think that's a very, very interesting way to do it that I’ll have
to keep in mind.
Schreuder: It's something called enjambment, and it is actually where you do that.
You end in the middle and then you keep going and the line falls over. So
it is a thing that poets do, and I'm so glad you pointed that out. So yeah, be
thinking about that in your poems.
While Emma did not know the word enjambment, she noticed its use in the poems read in
the workshop. Because of her observation, she and other participants went on to apply
this technique in their poems and verbalize the term in other discussions. In fact, by the
end of the workshops, the participants were speaking with the vocabulary of poetic
experts and noting specific poetic devices in published poems and each other’s poems.
While the reading of poems and discussions were intentionally free flowing and
organic, Thomas and I prepared for fertile discussions by making purposeful poetry
selections and juxtaposing them to promote deeper learning. Most often two or three
poems were read each week and were selected based on topic. However, a secondary
consideration was the use of poetic devices in the selected poems. Sometimes before
poems were read, Thomas and I asked participants to notice specific poetic devices and
techniques. In workshop 3 (9/7), the participants were asked to notice verbs, and in
workshop 4 (9/14), they were asked to notice metaphors. Other times, poetic techniques
were pointed out within the discussions of poems and defined in context, instead of being
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introduced before the reading. In workshop 5 (9/21), during a discussion on body image,
Thomas asked participants about the tone of a poem:
Thomas: How would you describe the tone of this poem? It's interesting to think
about what is the tone of this poem, and if you don't know what tone is, it's
sort of the feeling that you get from a poem—the emotion that resonates
from the poem.
Eva: It's kind of cynical but almost amused. Like it's not really complaining so
much as it is saying, “Oh, if only you knew,” to the guy who compliments
her in the beginning.
Thomas’s question not only drew attention to a specific poetic element (tone), but she
also defined the word in context, allowing for greater understanding of this term in the
moment. This type of questioning also adhered to the workshop goal of organic learning,
as participants offered their own ideas and suggestions without feeling constrained by a
“right” answer. Throughout the workshops, participants needed less scaffolding by the
leaders and began noticing poetic techniques, along with similarities and differences
between previously read poems, thus pulling deeper meaning from past discussions
without prompting.
By the final workshop (10/12), participants discussed each other’s poems as they
would a published poem, by noticing specific techniques, asking questions, and
interpreting authorial intent. In the following situation, Eva read one of her own poems,
and the participants engaged in a lively discussion about her poem:
Emma: I wonder, [Eva], why do you put “our name” instead of “my name”?
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Eva: You know, it's kind of the letter to yourself poem, so it's kind of talking
about the future version of myself…I can see how that would be
confusing.
Schreuder: That makes sense, you're talking to your future self.
Bailey: The “our” part, even though it's intended for the future self and the present
self, even though our names aren’t [Eva], it almost feels like the future
self, at least to me, it doesn't sound like were eavesdropping; it sounds like
we are part of it.
Within this discussion, the participants were engaged in an authentic conversation around
the intent of the author (Eva) and her decision to use a first-person plural or singular
pronoun. Emma felt comfortable asking questions directly of the author, pinpointing an
authorial decision that she found intriguing. Bailey then acknowledged Eva’s intentional
use of “our,” but also brought her own unique meaning and interpretation to her peer’s
poem. This situation revealed the type of conversations that are possible when reading is
viewed as a transaction between the reader and writer, especially in an environment that
encouraged open and honest discussion.
“It Doesn’t Always Have to Rhyme:” The Pedagogy of Writing
It was through the writing of personal events, experiences, and emotions that
participants explored their inner landscape and their outer world. Each girl spoke often
about having a passion for writing and a desire to continue to write. Having been part of
Thomas’s writing workshops in the past, Emma, Celia, and Bailey already identified as
writers who were honing their craft at a young age. Throughout the Girl Power workshop,
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the participants showed immense growth in poetry writing skills and confidence, so much
so that they each (individually and unprompted) submitted poems created in the
workshop to a local youth poetry journal.
In the workshop, Thomas and I specifically focused on freedom for the girls to
write about their own topics, in their own style. Each week we offered two writing
prompts for participants to choose from; however, we also made it clear that the prompts
were only suggestions for their writing. Participants often used the prompts for writing
motivation, but also put their own unique spin on their poems. In an interview, Celia
described these aspects of the workshop pedagogy and her appreciation for the format:
It’s not like your typical writing class in school. There’s still prompts but you can
really just write about what you want…. It helps you become a better woman and
girl and you know, grow…It’s way more relaxed and it’s free. You don’t feel this
pressure because you’re welcome to make mistakes and it’s okay. It’s not like you
are going to get a grade for it. But, people help you correct those mistakes and
grow with those mistakes. It’s so much pressure at school to write this one thing,
and I know I need to stay on this one topic. It’s not like that…in this workshop.
As leaders, Thomas and I were intentional about creating room for participants to grow in
their writing, even from “mistakes.” Therefore, feedback for improvement was given by
Thomas and I through written comments on the participants’ Google Docs. The girls then
had the option to incorporate our feedback into their revisions or not. It was stressed that
our comments were only suggestions, and each participant had agency over their own
authorial decisions. We never gave feedback for improvement verbally in the workshop
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in order to maintain a supportive environment during our meetings. Because we viewed
writing as a transaction between the reader and writer, our goal was for organic
discussion and learning to take place through the verbal sharing of poems.
By the end of the workshop, the participant’s writings and revisions displayed
each girls’ growth as a writer, and I asked the girls to tell me what they had learned about
writing from the workshop. Celia learned about the freedom of writing poetry and that
there is no perfect way to write a poem:
I always thought like writing poetry had to be in stanzas and had to be that perfect
format. Poetry doesn’t always have to be like that…stanzas can be longer and I
just thought that was an important factor to remember. Just like it doesn’t always
have to rhyme. It doesn’t always have to be this perfect children’s rhyming story.
Celia enjoyed the freedom of form and style in poetry writing and moved away from
viewing her writing as having to fit a “perfect” standard. By the end of the workshop,
Celia’s concern over writing a “good” poem disappeared, and she only showed
excitement about her writing, revealing a stronger confidence in her writing skills and the
self-assuredness to express herself in her poetry.
Much like Celia, Bailey loved the freedom of writing poetry and learned that
poems can be written about anything, “It gave me a new perspective on writing poetry,
how I can really write about anything and it might work out. You just gotta try it.” Bailey
enjoyed the experimental aspect of writing poetry and learned that trying out different
topics could produce some great poems. She also enjoyed the freedom of writing outside
a specific genre and was surprised by how fun writing nonfiction poetry could be:
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It doesn’t have to be a full story. It can be much more than that. It can even be
nonfiction…When you think about writing nonfiction, you think about like boring
papers you gotta write…I was mostly focused on fiction. Whereas now I can kind
of write about nonfiction poetry and make it sound like fiction. It’s actually fun!
For Bailey, playing with different genres was “fun” and expanded her narrow definition
of nonfiction writing. She found enjoyment through the experimentation of different
topics, genres, and also forms. When asked about her favorite poem written in the
workshop, she explained that it was the Blackout poem because of its visual form (see
Figure 4.2). She described playing with different lines and blacking out different words to
come to a finished product. She especially like working with a small number of words,
and found the exercise in brevity enjoyable, “I think it’s just cool how you can explore
how to write poems in so little words.”
Figure 4.2
Bailey’s Blackout Poem
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In the end, Bailey’s knowledge of writing grew through playing—in the experimentation
of topics, blending of genres, and challenge of conciseness.
Similar to Bailey, the workshop, for Emma, was a safe place to experiment with
different poetry writing techniques. As previously mentioned, Emma often asked about
the poetic devices she noticed in the poems that were read. It was from her natural
curiosity that she, and the other participants, learned new ways of writing poems:
I think one thing I learned about was dialogue in poetry. I had never really
considered that before and also enjambment. I learned the word for that. I have
seen it but never really thought about or read examples of how to do it or what it
kind of was. So, I appreciated that because some poetry I've been writing has
included that, and I think it's a really powerful technique.
Emma selected several techniques she noticed in published poems and strategically
worked them into her own writing. By playing with dialogue, enjambment, and other
elements of poetic craft, Emma honed her skills as a poet and enjoyed the pleasure and
challenge of trying something new. Emma particularly appreciated the workshop’s focus
on writing freedom because it juxtaposed her experiences of limitation in school:
…in school, we were reading a book and you were supposed to do a found poem
where you found different words and made a poem out of a situation that
happened in the book. And you had to do it in five lines and five words on each
line, but I had an idea to do it differently. And, I was really, really worried that if I
posted it like that my teacher would get super angry that I didn't follow the exact
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format, and I would get a bad grade. And, I think that [the workshop] is very
different from that and I appreciate it.
Without the worry of grades and teacher expectations, Emma capitalized on her desire to
experiment with forms, styles, and techniques. As a result, Emma grew as a writer
because of her own inquisitiveness and inclination to explore the unknown. Celia, Emma,
and Bailey expressed their appreciation for the freedom afforded in the writing of poetry,
revealing the type of growth that is possible when writing is viewed as a personally
grounded practice, but also as a transaction between the writer and reader.
Changes to the Workshop Processes and Pedagogy
The format of the workshop did not stay the same over time, as small and large
changes were necessary for the flow and success of the workshop. Journal prompts were
discarded after the first workshop and replaced with discussion prompts. This decision
was made based on timing (writing a journal entry takes considerably more time than a
discussion) and participant engagement. In the first workshop, participants were reluctant
to share ideas from their journals but were very willing to discuss prompts and poems.
Thomas attributed their reluctance to share their journals to perfectionism and the desire
to create a well-polished piece of writing before sharing with others. In the beginning, it
was also a challenge to get participants to share the poems they wrote. During the first
three workshops, a great deal of prodding was necessary to encourage participants to
share. For this reason, we offered time at the beginning of workshop 2 (8/31) and 3 (9/7)
for participants to share their poems. We assumed that participants would work on their
poems over the week and feel more comfortable sharing a polished piece at the next

109

workshop. However, this assumption proved wrong. Participants did not work on their
poems throughout the week, and no one ever shared at the start of the workshop. Thus,
sharing time for poems was moved back to the end of the workshop, and participants
naturally started sharing more as stronger relationships were built.
In making the assumption that participants would have time to work on their
poems throughout the week, Thomas and I created a Google folder with extra writing
activities for the participants. After two weeks, it became clear that the participants were
not only too busy for extra activities, but were also too busy to revise their poems. It was
a consistent challenge to get participants to even upload their poems to their Google
folders, and we often had to reach out individually by email as a reminder. In workshop 4
(9/14), Emma addressed this issue by asking for time within the workshop to revise their
poems. She explained that life was too busy, and she was missing the valuable feedback
that was written on her Google Docs:
Emma: I think this reminded me, I always get the emails that you're commenting
but feel like I don't have enough time to go and do that. So I feel like
maybe even the last 10 minutes that I feel like that would kind of get me
going.
Thomas: If we wanted to prioritize it, I'm doing the workshop next week and I'm
happy to just put that on the front end actually next week then we don't
have to worry about running out of time.
Because of Emma’s suggestion, the first ten minutes of workshops 5 through 7 were
dedicated to revisions. Different PowerPoint slides were created each week with
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suggestions for revisions (see Figure 4.3), and participants had their individualized
feedback by the leaders on their Google Docs.
Figure 4.3
Revision PowerPoint Slide from Workshop 5 (9/21)

Participants expressed appreciation for the revision time, and their poems improved as a
result.
In the final interviews with participants, they were asked what they would change
about the workshop. While not many changes were suggested, several participants
expressed wanting to hold the workshop in person. Celia, in particular, felt that an inperson format would have greatly benefitted her:
I just want to be with the girls, and you know, just seeing somebody like for real. I
don't know, it sounds stupid, but, you know, I just need to see people. I want to
like interact with them. You know, we still got to do all those things, but just not
to the same level as I wanted to.
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For Celia, she felt that participating in the workshop face-to-face would have allowed for
greater depth than through the online format. Other participants mirrored this desire to be
with people and expressed the importance of communicating face-to-face.
Another suggestion for change was offered by Emma. She felt that the workshop
needed an attendance policy or a commitment pledge in order to maintain a consistent
group of participants. After workshop 2 (8/31), Jordan had to drop out due to a change in
her school schedule, and this type of change was a disruption to the safe atmosphere
being created in the workshop. Emma expressed this sentiment in her final interview:
I feel like having a consistent group of people. Like if you get into something
prestigious like this, I feel like maybe committing to it…I think that commitment
or just guaranteeing that you'll be there if you get in. Kind of like pre-acceptance
at college.
Emma felt it was important for each participant to commit to being at each workshop. For
her, consistency of participation was important for relationship building and the safety of
the community. She also viewed the workshop as prestigious; a space that was reserved
for a select group of girls, and Emma wanted to maintain the exclusivity of the space.
Overall, these suggestions for the workshop were highly reasonable, revealing that
participants were generally happy with the workshop format, with only a few needed
changes to the processes and pedagogy.
Summary of the Processes and Pedagogy
The processes and pedagogy implemented in the workshop design included ample
planning by the leaders of the weekly topics, discussion questions, poetry selections, and
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writing prompts. Yet, significant freedom was included in the workshop processes and
pedagogy to encourage the perspectives and preferences of the participants. However,
what could not have been anticipated was a pandemic that relocated the face-to-face
format to online. Even with such drastic alterations, the workshop continued successfully.
Participants improved in navigating the digital space and a strong online community was
built in the process. While a face-to-face format was preferred, overall, the processes and
pedagogy of the workshop were viewed as effective and appreciated by participants and
leaders.
Authoring Gender Identity
In the previous section, I outlined the answer to research question two, focusing
on the structure of the workshop processes and pedagogy. In the following section, I
discuss findings related to the first research question: How do middle school girls author
gender identity through participation in an out-of-school all-girl writing workshop?
Through workshop discussions, participant writings, and personal interviews, data
revealed three ways that the focal participants authored (Holland et al., 1998) their gender
identity in the workshops. First, the focal participants authored their gender identity
through sharing and listening to communal stories of experiences of being a girl. Second,
gender identity was authored by the focal participants through their interpretations and
discussions of poems written by women about women. Third, the authoring of gender
identity took place in the focal participants’ writing, specifically their writings on
emotions, relationships, and empowerment as girls. Through all types of authoring, the
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focal participants expressed a greater sense of self and confidence due to the workshop
experience.
“Show the World Who We Are:” Sharing Experiences of Girlhood
One way that participants authored (Holland et al., 1998) their gender identity in
the workshop was by sharing communal experiences of being a girl. During the first part
of each workshop, a discussion prompt related to the theme was displayed and discussed.
It was during this time that participants and leaders shared personal experiences related to
gender, often displaying vulnerability in the process. In the first individual interviews
with Emma, Celia, and Bailey, I asked them to explain the best and hardest thing about
being a girl. While each participant described it slightly differently, they all asserted that
the best and hardest things were essentially the same—that girls are born into a challenge
(or a “quest” as described by Celia) to create a more gender equitable world. They
described this challenge as hard and tiring, but also the thing that makes girls strong,
special, and powerful. This topic also surfaced in the first workshop (8/24) as the
participants discussed a prompt about what it means to be a girl. Emma reiterated her idea
that girls are strong because of the challenges of gender inequality they experience:
I think that being a girl means standing up to all the challenges that you face and
overcoming them with power and strength, even if people don't see your strength,
still believing in yourself.
During workshop 1 (8/24), no specifics were given about the exact challenges girls face
by being girls in the world, but over time, personal stories of gender inequality began to
emerge.
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In workshop 3 (9/7), the topic of the week was focused on who our families say
we are as girls. Thomas began the discussion by sharing her own experiences of being a
girl in a conservative Southern family; she was expected to participate in beauty pageants
even though this was not her desire or who she believed herself to be. In this moment,
Thomas was modeling the process of authoring (Holland et al., 1998) for participants by
critically analyzing others’ expectations of her identity as a girl that conflicted with her
own sense of self. Relating to Thomas’s story of unwanted expectations, Bailey quickly
added to the discussion by sharing a vulnerable feeling related to being a girl:
Bailey: I feel responsible for a lot of things that aren’t in my control.
Thomas: I think that is totally valid. Do you want to give an example, [Bailey]?
Bailey: If something bad happens, and you know, I want to know about their
experience. So, I’m like, “Sorry,” even though I shouldn’t be.
Thomas: I think that is completely valid and applicable here. I think that’s a
common plight of a lot of girls and women internationally.
Bailey’s personal sharing touched on a universal experience for girls and women—the
feeling of endless responsibility (Gilligan, 1993) and the need to frequently apologize.
This comment by Bailey connected with other participants, bolstering an important
dialogue about the topic of responsibility and societal expectations for girls that
continued in workshop 3 and beyond. After Bailey shared, Thomas asked the other girls
if they could relate to Bailey’s feelings:
Thomas: Does anyone else relate to [Bailey] feeling responsible or having to
apologize for things that even aren’t really in her control?
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Celia: I feel that way a lot too…My mom and dad came from a very tight
conservative family, and then they had me and my brother and that kind of
faded…When I’m at my grandmother’s I think my mom is still timid
about what I wear and stuff. I live in athletic shorts, and if I went to my
grandmother’s house in these athletic shorts I’m wearing currently that
would not be approved. I would either have to wear long slacks or a dress.
Celia expressed her connection to Bailey’s experience of feeling responsible as a girl and
related it to expectations her grandmother had for how she dressed. For Bailey and Celia,
the expectations others placed on them as girls was a challenge, and determining their
responsibility within those expectations was an even greater struggle. Through communal
sharing, Celia and Bailey authored (Holland et al., 1998) their gender identities by
recognizing and verbalizing the gender inequality they experienced in their own lives,
while at the same time, other participants were able to listen to the shared experience of
girls in their own community.
The next week, during workshop 4 (9/14), the participants again shared
experiences of responsibility as girls. However, during this conversation, the focus was
on expectations placed on girls’ bodies and the responsibility girls are told they have over
boys’ thoughts. Thomas and I had just shared poems we had written about experiences at
the local pool when we were 13. Both experiences spoke of the shame others made us
feel about our own bodies. The participants related to these experiences, and Bailey was
the first to comment:
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Bailey: This made me think of how in New York how a lot of homeless people
moved in and so they were outside and how people would get cat-called
and stuff…My friend has been telling me like what’s happening.
Schreuder: Does she get cat-called? Is that what you mean?
Bailey: She did once, she and her friends. Of course she’s smart enough not to
listen to them.
Through Bailey’s comment, another common experience for girls was revealed; the
experience of becoming visible as a sexual object to men. In this instance, Bailey
explained an interpersonal and social encounter with the judgement of a girl’s body
through cat-calling; in a later workshop, she also described this experience in media:
Well, I've seen the L’Oréal and stuff ads and I think they're plain stupid because
obviously you can't make your skin that shiny unless you apply like 50 million
layers of makeup and someone made it look good. I think it's all a marketing ploy.
Bailey was able to critically analyze the perfected representations of women’s bodies in
media, knowing that advertisers use women’s bodies as props to sell their product. Both
situations voice a similar experience of being exposed and assessed by the judgements of
others, especially men. In returning to the first discussion, Bailey’s experience with catcalling prompted an in-depth conversation from the participants about how girls’ bodies
are a contested space (Grosz, 1994). Celia focused on the unfair responsibility girls feel
based on their clothing choices:
Women shouldn't be like embarrassed or worried about what they wear because
of guys. And I think that's really, really bad. Like my parents would never let me
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wear something like that, but I just think it is sad that women have to worry about
that.
For Celia, even though her clothing choices adhered to her parents’ expectations, she
expressed her sadness that women feel negative emotions regarding their appearance
based of the opinions of others. This prompted further discussion about girls and
clothing; the participants especially focused on the issue of dress codes at school. This
was an experience that all participants could connect with related to the policing of
women’s bodies. After Celia’s comment, Emma picked up the discussion:
Emma: Because my school has a dress code…it's been so interesting to see how
different people get dress coded for the same thing. Because there's a girl
and she's very short and she does not look like she is in middle school and
she wears tiny shorts and doesn't get dressed coded. But, my friend
Trinity, who is a lot taller and looks much older and she is an African
American person, all those things smushed together too, and she gets
dressed coded. I mean if she was just following the dress code, she would
get dressed coded and she really doesn't deserve that. That always made
me really angry.
Celia: Yeah, at our school…the boys actually wear shorter shorts and they don't
get dress coded for the shorts. But, the girls do get dress coded because we
have to have it past our knee. The boys wear shorts all the time above their
knee.
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Emma not only made the connection between girls being dress coded based on difference
in body shape, but she also realized the intersection (Crenshaw, 1989) of race and gender
inequality experienced by her friend, Trinity. Being both a girl and Black resulted in
dress code violations that were beyond the young woman’s control, and Emma expressed
anger over the inequality that she, as a girl, experienced and witnesses in school.
Celia expressed similar emotions in regards to the different expectations of boys
and girls at her school. The dress code was much more stringent for girls, resulting in
unequal treatment based on gender. Near the end of the discussion, Celia voiced her
frustration with this form of gender inequality, “They say [a dress code] is for distraction
which kind of doesn’t make any sense to me because why am I responsible for boys’
ideas and thoughts. That’s always frustrating.” This final thought brought the
conversation back to the idea of girls and responsibility, shedding light on the way
society renders girls responsible for boys’ thoughts and actions toward the female body.
Celia’s comment reflected her anger at the burden of responsibility girls feel for boys’
thoughts. Yet, by sharing these experiences with each other, participants became
critically aware of the gender inequality present in their and other girls’ lives. This
critical awareness of power structures within different figured worlds (Holland et al.,
1998) provided the necessary awareness for participants to author their own gender
identity by calling out a shared injustice that may have otherwise gone unvoiced.
“These People Aren’t Me:” The Commonality of Friendship Drama
Another unifying experience around the topic of girlhood was difficulty with
friendships. Fostering positive friendships with other girls was a challenge for each girl in
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the workshop, but by sharing openly and honestly, these experiences eventually became a
source of deep connection. In workshop 4 (9/14), Emma was the first participant to open
up about her experiences with bullying and making the choice to remove herself from a
toxic friend group:
At my school, there's this group of girls; I like to call them like the Karens or the
in-crowd, and they're really mean…I have to admit, last year, I was kind of
friends with them, and I feel like I found myself getting into that space. But this
summer, I had this epiphany…I realized these people aren’t me, aren’t nice…I
don’t need to associate myself with them. So over the summer, I left all the group
chats. I didn't talk to any of them, and I haven't talked to them since, and I have
just been so much happier.
For Emma, being part of the popular group of girls meant participating in negative
behaviors that felt contrary to her sense of self, and over time she realized that she did not
have to stay in a space that brought her unhappiness and discomfort.
Bailey, on the other hand, was the only workshop participant that firmly placed
herself within a clique and knew that she was being labeled as a nerd by other girls at
school. In our first interview, Bailey made the following comment (09/11):
There are different types of girls [at school]. There are the nerdy ones and the sort
of nerdy ones, which I can include myself in. Those are basically my friends. And
the popular kids… I don’t really hang out with them because the popular kids,
whether they’re not as nice or they are nice, they kind of do all the trends and I
am so not for it.
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Bailey viewed the girls in her school as divided by popularity (girly) and intelligence
(nerdy), and being part of the popular group of girls meant adhering to attributes of
gender that went against Bailey’s sense of self. Bailey’s and Emma’s experiences with
friends were similar in that they had to weigh the positives and negatives of bearing a
particular label, including the social capital afforded in each friend group. While Bailey
found enough positives to stay part of the nerdy clique, Emma came to the opposite
conclusion. She made the hard decision to isolate herself from her friends in order to find
greater authenticity.
In many ways, Emma’s experience was universal in the workshop and especially
resonated with Celia, who offered her own story of friendship struggles to the group in
workshop 4 (9/14):
It's kind of sad, but I used to have a really good friend, and it was like the only
friend that I made because I struggle at making friends. And she then decided to
not be friends with me, so now I have to go back to being with no friends…I just
feel like sometimes people will grow in different directions, and then they don't
want to be friends with you because you’re different.
Many of the mental health challenges Celia experienced made it difficult for her to build
friendships with other girls, especially because she was positioned (Holland et al., 1998)
in school as the “odd one out.” Celia was excluded from friendships at school because of
her differences, but she also described experiences of bullying by her peers. For example,
she had been called “retarded” and “autistic retard” in school. Also, Celia explained that a
group of girls wrote her a letter that said she should go kill herself. For Celia, mental
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health was the biggest struggle in her life at the moment, and this was one of the reasons
she signed up for the writing workshop in the first place. She sought out after-school
activities to find people with similar interests and to make friends.
Because of Emma’s and Celia’s openness about friendship drama, the other girls
voiced their connection to these experiences as well. As an example, Eva made the
comment in workshop 4 (09/15), “Yeah, encountering people who really have it out for
you, that’s like so universal.” By sharing these personal stories, the participants learned
that they were not alone in their experiences, and the struggle for real, authentic
relationships with other girls was a universal aspect of girlhood. In fact, Emma and Celia
felt such a strong connection to each other’s experiences that they started emailing each
other after the workshop in hopes of staying friends.
While friendship was a large and often discussed topic in the workshop, the
participants also shared smaller events that were no less insignificant. Often these stories
revealed the everyday elements of girlhood and the strength of connection developed
through small communal experiences. During our conversation about growing up as girls
in workshop 4 (9/14), the topic drifted from friendship to experiences of independence.
Celia brought up the occurrence of walking the mall for the first time alone—an event
that other participants related to as well:
Celia: This summer I got to walk the mall because I have a phone now and I
walked the mall by myself. And it was really cool because that's
something I've been looking forward to, like not having to hold my
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mother's hand and just be like right up close to her. But I got to walk the
mall, be by myself while she's shopping for stuff.
Schreuder: Yes, I love that. Having some independence. It is a rite of passage to
walk the mall. That was the same for me.
Others wrote relatable comments in the chat box about their own experiences of feeling
independent as girls:
Thomas: i remember when i got to walk the mall for the first time with my friends
in the early 00s.
Eva: the first time I ever did was when I was doing a girl scouts cookie booth and
had to go shop with one of my friends who was there and oH mY gOd I
was so excited.
While being allowed to shop alone may appear to be a small, even insignificant event, for
the participants in the workshop (and leaders) it was an important rite of passage and a
common-ground experience as girls. Walking the mall or a store alone was the first taste
of independence these girls experienced, and their excitement was palpable as each
participant imparted her story and received nods of understanding from the others. It was
this type of small moment that drew the participants together in their solidarity of
experiences as girls.
“It’s Not Uncommon to Feel…Alone:” Being the Odd One Out
Through the sharing of their personal stories as girls, the participants learned
about the commonality of their experiences and expressed feeling less alone as a result.
At different points in the workshop, each participant described feeling “different” or the
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“odd one out,” but near the end of the workshop, they also described experiencing
connection with each other in ways that they had not felt in other spaces. Bailey
described that connection as the feeling you get when you hear a song and can relate the
lyrics to your own personal experiences:
Bailey: Just sometimes if feels like no one has the same…no one ever has the
exact same situation, right. You know how like when singers like sing
about their personal lives, and you’re like, “Oh, I can connect to that!”
…and you don’t know who else connects to that.
Schreuder: Did you feel that connection with other people in the workshop?
Bailey: On some things yes.
Similarly, Celia and Emma commented on feeling connected to each other through their
shared experiences. For Emma, by being open in the workshops about her challenges
with friends, she realized that she was not the only one in this situation and that other
girls her age were struggling with friends too:
Emma: I think that connecting about [friendship drama] and connecting with
[Celia] and [Bailey] about those things is really good.
Schreuder: It’s nice to know that you’re not alone.
Emma: Actually, that’s one thing I really enjoyed about this workshop is knowing
that you’re not alone.
Emma expressed that an important part of the workshop was not feeling alone—that
others related to her experiences and she to theirs. Emma also went on to explain that,
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“through the workshop, learning that there are people my age having these same
challenges and growth and interests is really helpful.”
In much the same way, Celia also described feeling a connection to other girls in
the workshop, and as a result, not feeling alone:
I’ve learned we might have different opinions, but like we’re all dealing with
things and we’re all trying to get through this world…There are some people like
you out there. I really related to [Emma] sometimes with her writing, and I just
think that’s one of the biggest things is you’re not alone.
For Celia, an important aspect of the workshop was realizing that, even with their
differences, other girls are dealing with struggles too. By relating to Emma’s experiences,
Celia learned that there are other girls like her in the world, specifically other girls who
feel odd and different too. By living through similar experiences and sharing those
experiences, Celia felt supported, uplifted, and understood by the other girls. Recognizing
that every participant at the workshop felt like the odd-one-out, Celia realized that she
was not alone in that feeling which created a sense of belonging for her within the
workshop:
I maybe have different struggles than most people, and I know I was like,
probably the odd-one-out of the whole odd-one-out thing, but I’m pretty sure
everybody thought that in the whole workshop…You know I just think that there
are other people that you know are feeling different and maybe don’t have the
same disabilities as me, but like they still feel different, and it’s not uncommon to
feel like you’re alone.
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By experiencing belonging and connection in the workshop, Celia learned that she really
wasn’t so different from other girls her age. She recognized that not everyone dealt with
the same challenges, but most everyone felt odd or alone at some point.
The theme of being different was expressed by each focal participant; however,
by the end of the workshop, each girl described a connection that developed as a result of
sharing their personal experiences as girls. By being open and vulnerable, the participants
learned that it was not uncommon to feel alone and that other girls were experiencing
similar struggles and emotions. In the end, recognizing the commonality in their stories,
both the big and small experiences, created a sense of belonging and a realization that
their experiences as girls were often universal. Thus, it was through sharing their
gendered experiences with other girls that participants authored (Holland et al., 1998)
their gender identities from a new perspective of understanding and belonging.
“I Think She Knows Who She Is:” Interpreting Poems by Women
Another way that the three focal participants authored (Holland et al., 1998) their
gender identity was through the reading and interpreting of poems written by women
about women. Several participants in the workshop expressed their surprise that people
wrote poems about women’s lives. In school, participants mostly encountered poems
written by men that were included in the canon. For the three focal participants, this was
the first time they had read poems by women other than Emily Dickinson. In my second
interview with Emma, she discussed the importance of learning that women write poems
about the challenges women experience in life. She felt that the reading of these poems
had a powerful impact:
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I think that through some of the poems we've read is that it kind of creates a
community with the things that girls have to go through, and whether that's what
we read last week about like leg hair or insecurities that people have, I think that
that really creates a community. And, I had never really thought about poems
talking about that stuff. Like when I think about a poem, I would have thought of
The Road Less Traveled, like that's a great poem, but it's not like girl power. So I
think exposing myself to those poems through this workshop has been very
powerful.
According to Emma, when she thinks of poetry, she envisions a “classic” by Robert
Frost, and not modern poetry that deals with the daily experiences of being a woman in
the world. Being exposed to modern women’s empowerment poetry was significant for
Emma and helped her feel a sense of community. When asked about what she learned in
the workshop, Bailey also expressed that the poems in the workshop broadened her
perspective on being a girl, “I’ll say that like how to express yourself and maybe seeing
some new things like about how being a girl in the world that you hadn’t really realized
before.” For both Emma and Bailey, they experienced new realizations about girlhood
through the reading and interpreting of poems written by women.
It was through the interpretation of poetry by women that participants first began
to open up about their ideas and perspectives on gender and girlhood. In the first
workshop (8/24), we read a poem titled Fast Speaking Woman, Part 1 by Anne Waldman
which had a strong impact on the participants. Interpretations of this poem centered on
the importance of knowing who you are as a woman and having the strength to show that
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to the world without apology. Emma started this free-flowing conversation by
interpreting several lines:
Emma: I was kind of confused when I first heard it, but I was thinking about it. I
think that in the last two lines of the first stanza, she talks about how she’s
a lake, and that kind of transitions, I think, into water. Because maybe
when she's moving through, she kind of helps people and makes things
better, like water that cleans as she goes through.
Schreuder: I love that idea. Absolutely. And maybe she's making things better as
she goes through life.
Bailey: Not sure if this is what it does, but it seems like especially the flowers that
clean, I guess, I know this is random, like cleaning up what she is versus
turning her into what she and what people expect her to be.
Schreuder: So maybe what she is versus what she expects versus what people
expect for her, and maybe that's part of the cleaning up, becoming maybe
what people expect. Interesting. Other thoughts on that section? Like
absolutely no wrong answers here. I am wondering the same questions as
you are.
Emma began the conversation with a stereotypical idea of women in the role as cleaners
or those who are responsible for making life better for others. From this response, Bailey
turns the conversation to expectations for women. She interprets that the speaker of the
poem is enacting a womanly role that is expected of her but not necessarily authentic.
Bailey adds extra depth to Emma’s initial interpretation by seeing the “cleaning up” as
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part of the process of becoming what people expect you to be as a woman. This
perspective led to even greater insight into the poem as the discussion continued between
participants:
Schreuder: When you look at all of the description that she uses for herself, do
you see any patterns or themes coming up with those images?
Eva: Obviously a lot of this is about nature.
Bailey: She organized some into sections based on what she says, like her
personality versus like the terrain and animals.
Emma: They all kind of represent strong things.
Schreuder: Can you give an example, Emma? What things do you see as strong?
Emma: Rock, the first line, or horse. Or even book which kind of reflect down to
the last line or the title…
Celia: I think that she knows who she is.
Bailey: She's strong. I don’t really think she cares what people will say, and she’s
just like this is who I am. Deal with it.
All three focal participants interpreted the images in the poem as reflective of the strength
of the speaker. Emma explained that natural images, such as rocks and horses, showed
the speaker’s strength. Celia and Bailey made a deeper interpretation that the speaker was
strong because she knows herself, she can express who she is with images in the poem,
and she does so without apology. Through this interpretation of Fast Speaking Woman,
Part 1, Emma, Celia, and Bailey authored (Holland et al., 1998) themselves through the
words of the author—words of strength and empowerment as a woman. In our interviews
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together, Celia expressed her deep love of this poem, stating that she listened to it daily
on repeat. When I asked why this poem was so meaningful, she stated:
I really like how strong it is, like how brave it is. And I just feel like the courage
in the poem gives me something that I don't really have—that much courage. But,
when I listen to it, I feel like I could, you know, rule the world.
In the reading and rereading of this poem, Celia authored (Holland, et al., 1998) herself
as a strong and confident girl that can rule the world. Sometimes people need the words
of others to better understand themselves and their experiences. Through the reading of
poems by women about women, the three focal participants were exposed to a new type
of literature that offered words of empowerment.
This type of in-depth discussion about poems took place each week, as
participants read and interpreted numerous poems by women, and it was in the sharing of
perspectives and insights that participants gained a deeper understanding of the gendered
experiences of women. The communal aspect of this type of authoring (Holland et al.,
1998) was important; it opened greater consideration for how women are connected
through time and history. In workshop 2 (8/31), the participants read a poem titled The
Sound of Their Names by Ellen Bass about the Suffragette movement. The poem
intimately described the parts of women’s bodies that were tired, bruised, and beaten in
the fight for women’s voting rights; the author also includes the names of influential
women in the movement. The participants began the discussion by interpreting the reason
for the author praising such specific parts of women’s bodies:
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Alice: I think it's also cool about the poem, instead of just saying like really
plainly…it's praising their mouth or their feet or something. Instead of
saying praise them for speaking out, just praising their tongue and teeth
and everything…
Eva: Maybe because you can get in a cause like this and it’s very consuming. It
takes a lot of dedication. It takes every part of the body. It talks about…all
of that is commitment, in a sense.
Celia: I also think that it's so important for everybody, for them, like the audience
to really understand how hard this was for them…it took so long, and so I
think that you really do need to say that, like all of these parts need to be
praised, because it took all those parts to get there.
Emma: When they talk about all the different parts of their body it really brings
them to life, especially in that time when they might not have been viewed
as real people, maybe just things. And I think that that really brings to life
what they did as real people.
Each participants’ comment brought depth to their collective understanding of the
author’s purpose in the poem. The girls highlighted the difficulty of the cause—the need
for commitment and endurance—which led to Emma’s insightful comment on the
humanization of women. Emma’s interpretation shows her awareness of the
objectification of women, especially in situations relating to women’s bodies. Her
comment also reveals an understanding of society’s reductionist value of women based
on their bodies, and that part of the fight for equality is representing women as whole and
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human. Through her interpretation of the poem, Emma authored (Holland et al., 1998)
herself as a real girl within the legacy of women who fought for their rights with their
bodies. The remainder of the discussion over this poem centered on the lineage of
women—the strength of those who came before and the need to continue their legacy:
Celia: I think that, like, not everything is fixed. We still have issues right now. So
like they're pretty much saying, “This isn't over.” But we have to keep
going and like they're thinking that and they're showing people that.
Schreuder: Anybody else want to add to [Celia]?
Alice: Like praise the women who are still fighting and support them, I guess.
Schreuder: Absolutely. Now, we're still fighting for our rights.
Bailey: This is considered like a moment in time that I guess is well-known. But I
suppose lesser well-known, only slightly, is still going on. It isn’t like
we've gotten to where we’re treated fairly. Now we can’t stop; you need to
keep moving.
Bailey and Celia make the observation that gender inequality is still taking place today
for women, and the fight has not ended. Both comment on the need to “keep going” or
“keep moving,” even if the movement for equality feels less visible today than it was in
the past. Both girls authored (Holland et al., 1998) themselves within the lineage of
women fighting for the rights of women, staking their claim as the next generation of
feminists.
“That's What that Meant to Me:” Freedom to Disagree
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Interpretations of poems read in the workshop were not always positive. At times,
participants expressed frustration and discontent over ways women were portrayed in
poems that were read. Specifically, in workshop 6 (9/28), Bailey was vocal about her
disapproval of one author’s depiction of the fight for women’s equality. The poem was
Gurl by Mary Blalock, and Emma began the discussion by interpreting a line from the
poem:
Emma: To me, the line with a stop sign on every corner really stuck out. I think
that means to me, like what we're talking about earlier, how it's like, “Oh,
you can't do that sport, don't do this, but then do this.” It's like stopping
you or putting barriers. That's what that meant to me…
Bailey: So I thought it was okay, but I also don't like it that much. I mean, I like
the metaphors used, but it’s saying that just keep going, and I understand
that, but I feel like there are too many saying that it’s as easy as it sounds.
Like saying it’s easy as doing it. And, I feel like it makes it sound really
easy, but it's not. And it's really hard to see more problems and struggles,
and just like, “I'm gonna do it and I'm doing it!”
In her interpretation, Emma brought up the barriers women have in their lives, relating
specifically to sports, which had been discussed earlier in the workshop. She attributed
the image of the stop sign to the way women are barred from areas of life typically
reserved for men. Bailey, on the other hand, disagreed with the author’s attitude toward
gender inequality. She felt that it portrayed a simplistic view of the fight for equality,
without recognition for the challenges women face. Later in the conversation, Bailey
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returned to this interpretation, expressing her fear that true equality for women may be a
losing battle:
Bailey: What if you feel like you can't do it, not like you're struggling to do it, but
feel like you can’t do it.
Schreuder: Like it will be too hard?
Bailey: Yeah, not for a girl, just for anybody.
Schreuder: Yeah, what if it is too much of a challenge?
Bailey: Well, I'm not saying that it is, but it feels like it.
Schreuder: So maybe a little more honesty in how hard it might be, or maybe the
fear of how hard it might be.
Bailey: [Poets] are supposed to make it sound hard but then do it anyway. That's
not the case all the time, and I want to see more poems about that.
Emma: I'm just thinking, maybe I can see what you're saying, [Bailey], about how
maybe this is impossible, or very, very difficult to get here, and I agree
with that. It's interesting, the author could have been in the same place you
are, and she could have been trying to inspire herself, which I thought
would be an interesting idea.
Schreuder: Yeah, that is an interesting idea. Maybe inspiring herself, giving
herself almost like a pep talk.
Emma: Maybe trying to fake it until she makes it.
In this moment, Bailey voiced her fear that equality for women might be an impossibility,
one that she might not have the strength to fight. Bailey interpreted this poem as brushing
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past the struggles women face to simply and naïvely focus on overcoming those
struggles, when in reality, Bailey desired a more realistic rendering of the world. Emma
interpreted the poem from a different perspective, seeing the author’s words as a form of
self-encouragement and inspiration. Both Bailey and Emma were in a process of
authoring (Holland et al., 1998) by debating their disparate ideas of the author’s words
and intentions. By determining their own opinions of the poem, Bailey and Emma were
empowered to voice their perspectives with honesty and strength. In her final interview,
Emma expressed the impact of these experiences on her identity as a girl, “I think this has
really let me know about some females in the writing world, and, I'm just very grateful
for that...Reading some females’ poetry has definitely helped empower me, and I
appreciate that.” In reading and interpreting poems by women about women, the three
focal participants broadened their perspectives of girlhood, thus learning of the collective
experiences and challenges for women. It was in this process that they authored their
gender identities through new insight and understanding of their place in the lineage of
women.
“I Am a Girl Who…Has Plans:” Writing About Gender
The most significant way the three focal participants authored (Holland et al.,
1998) their gender identity was through the writing of poems. The freedom of the blank
page encouraged the girls to use their voices and was an open space for their thoughts,
experiences, emotions, and challenges as girls. Within their poems, themes discussed in
the workshops emerged and were repurposed from the participants’ perspectives. Topics
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that were the most apparent throughout the participants’ writing included the emotions of
being a girl, relationship with maternal figures, and gender empowerment.
“In a Flash of Fire and Flame:” Emotions
A common theme that emerged in the girls’ writing of poetry was the importance
of writing about feelings. The participants expressed their appreciation of being able to
write about their emotions based on experiences of being a girl. In my first interview with
Emma, after only having written a few poems, she stated, “I think these poems help me
get out my feelings.” Bailey expressed a similar sentiment about writing poetry in her
third interview, “I would discover things I didn't realize were bothering me or like I guess
forgive myself for that or whatever…It helped me explore the feelings I've had in the
past, how they linger.” For both Emma and Bailey, poetry was a safe space for the
releasing of emotions about being a girl, especially negative emotions that lingered in the
subconscious. Bailey even commented on forgiving herself through the writing of poetry,
a powerful act of self-compassion and healing.
In workshop 6 (9/28), the participants were asked to write a poem that told the
world who they are as girls. In regards to this prompt, Bailey asked the following
question, “Can we also tell the world how we feel?” Bailey was given a resounding “yes”
to her question. The participants were always encouraged to discuss and write about their
feelings, and Bailey wrote a powerful poem about her emotions of being a girl (see
Figure 4.4).
Figure 4.4
Bailey’s Speaking Back to the World Poem from Workshop 6 (9/28)
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Bailey’s writing revealed the anger, frustration, and despair she felt in the fight for
authenticity and gender equality. In this poem, Bailey authored (Holland et al., 1998) her
own definition of girlhood through the exploration and range of emotions she
experienced as a girl in the world. In workshop 7 (10/5), Bailey explained the writing of
this poem and the importance of releasing her emotions through poetry:
I know these feelings, but I don’t know how to explain them, and I figured out
that I could sort of explain them with poetry. Not as detailed as I would have
liked, but I could at least explain them in some way…But I found that last week I
wrote a poem that had nothing to do with the prompt but I wrote my feelings…
They were just weird and uncomfortable and I felt sad. I couldn't explain them
really, so I kind of use the metaphors and tried to do the best I could.
Through metaphors and imagery, Bailey expressed her uncomfortable and sad emotions
which she had not been able to express in other ways. Poetry became her tool for
explaining deep emotions that had otherwise been unexplainable. To validate and voice
emotions is a radical act for women, who are often socialized to stifle “unacceptable”
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emotions and cover up their inner world (Gilligan, 1993). Yet, in writing, Bailey was able
to give voice to her innermost feelings of being a girl and offer them to the world.
Emma also spoke about the importance of writing her emotions about being a girl
because it allowed her to express herself in ways that are not often acceptable in school.
In an interview, Emma described her creative writing class at school as limiting,
especially in the topics she was allowed to write:
There was a list of things that you cannot write about that was two pages long. At
the beginning of class, we had to sign it with our parents. I think things like that
are kind of what limit me in school.
Emma’s first encounter in her writing class was a list that restricted her writer freedom,
which resulted in an unsupportive environment where Emma did not feel safe writing her
emotions. However, the workshop offered the opportunity for Emma to write with
freedom. Specifically, Emma used the writing of poetry to work through her emotions
about the previous year and her struggle with friends. Over the eight weeks, Emma grew
more confident in herself and developed a constructive perspective on her friendship
challenges. In the final poem of the workshop, through metaphor and description, Emma
chronicled her difficult journey, the emotions she felt, and the growth she experienced as
a result (see Figure 4.5).
Figure 4.5
Emma’s Poem to Herself from Workshop 7 (10/5)
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This poem revealed Emma’s growth through analyzing difficult emotions, especially in
the last stanza. Unapologetically, she writes about who she is, what she loves, and what
she’s learned. In our final interview, Emma explained the inspiration behind writing this
poem, which included the hope of releasing negative emotions:
I wrote this on a day that I had been having a really tough time. I had been put in
a group with some people and that was not supposed to happen…And, I was
contradicted about whether or not I would write about it and [Bailey] was saying
that…writing poems helps her work through those things. And I'm glad I did
because it helped me feel a lot better.
Through Bailey’s example, Emma felt empowered to write about her emotions as a way
to work through her painful experience with female friends. It was in this process of
authoring (Holland et al., 1998) that Emma took control of her own story and her own
emotions from a place of perspective and empowerment. Overall, the participants in the
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workshop authored their gender identity through the writing of emotions related to their
experiences as girls.
“And Then You Must Go:” Relationships
The focal participants in the workshop also authored (Holland et al., 1998) their
gender identities through the writing of poems about maternal family members. Poems
tended to analyze the gendered elements of their relationships with mothers and
grandmothers, while also revealing their expected familial roles as daughters and
granddaughters. In workshop 3 (9/7), the topic focused on how our families view us as
girls, and several model poems were read about both strained and intimate relationships
with maternal figures. It was from these discussions that the participants were encouraged
to write poems thanking and/or forgiving a maternal figure in their life. In an interview
with Celia, she expressed her appreciation of being offered the opportunity to write about
her mom, stating the importance of mothers in the lives of girls:
I really like to write about Mom, and stuff, because sometimes I struggle with my
mom, just with communication differences. But, I really like the family aspect of
the writing club and talking about, you know, other females in your life and how
they're impacting you. And, you know I read this thing about how like your mom
for a girl is like what impacts you most of how to be the person you are.
For Celia, authoring (Holland, et al., 1998) her gender identity included writing about her
relationship with her mother—the positives and the negatives. She also acknowledged the
importance of female role models and the impact these relationships have on girls’ lives,
citing mothers as the most salient model for a girl. Celia often spoke about how much she
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appreciated the love and support she received from her mother. In particular, during our
last workshop (10/12) Celia was admitted to the hospital for challenges with mental
health. While she was away from home, her mom and dad redecorated her room as a
surprise for when she returned. Celia described that many girls on her wing in the
hospital had been sexually abused by their parents, and she witnessed the trauma this
inflicted on their lives. From this experience, Celia expressed how grateful she was for
having a supportive mom, “A lot of people don't have those great mothers, but I was
blessed with one.” Through this understanding, Celia authored (Holland et al., 1998) her
gender identity by writing about the love of her mother and the importance of their
mother/daughter relationship.
Emma, on the other hand, focused on her relationship with her grandmother. In
workshop 3 (9/7), she wrote a tribute poem to her grandmother, Marcy, through the use
of direct dialogue. This poem quickly became a favorite of Emma’s and of the others in
the workshop (see Figure 4.6).
Figure 4.6
Emma’s Poem to a Family Member from Workshop 3 (9/7)
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In this poem, Emma gave honor to a maternal figure who had imparted wisdom about
being a woman in a patriarchal world. The poem began with small nuggets of advice,
moving from paint color to waiting for a friend, and ended with a larger truth about how
women are treated in society. By strategically broadening her grandmother’s advice,
Emma spoke to the importance of knowing her worth as a girl and not letting society
dictate her boundaries. Ultimately, Emma authored (Holland et al., 1998) her gender
identity by writing about the strength of her grandmother and also by inheriting her
grandmother’s wisdom as her own.
Bailey also chose to write a poem about her grandmothers. However, her
depiction of these maternal figures was not as positive as Emma’s. Bailey focused her
poem on a situation with her grandmothers that was still causing her anger and
frustration. She used her writing for catharsis and as a way to forgive her grandmothers
for treating her differently because she is a girl (see Figure 4.7).
Figure 4.7
Bailey’s Poem to a Family Member from Workshop 3 (9/7)
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This poem described two different ways Bailey experienced gender inequality in her
family. One grandmother expected her to care about stereotypically feminine topics, such
as brushing her hair, while the other grandmother gifted Bailey with stereotypically
feminine objects. In both situations, the grandmothers made assumptions about Bailey
based on gender stereotypes, and not on Bailey’s true interests and personality. The
emotions that these two situations unearthed were compared to a volcano or a clenched
fist—metaphors for anger and frustration. However, even in the midst of her anger,
Bailey voiced compassion for her grandmothers, stating that they grew up in a different
time period and may not know the impact of their behavior. Through this poem, Bailey
authored (Holland et al., 1998) her own story about her grandmothers by working
through her emotions, offering forgiveness, and validating her own experience of being a
girl. With a stronger understanding of self, Bailey created boundaries for being in
relationship with her grandmothers by drawing lines around her own definition of
girlhood.
Overall, the three focal participants wrote about relationships with maternal
figures in order to understand themselves and their gendered roles within those
relationships. All three focal participants revealed the dichotomy that exists between their
expected position in the family as girls and their acceptance and resistance to these
gender roles. Their mothers and grandmothers provided models of different ways to be
women, and through the writing of poems, Emma, Celia, and Bailey determined the
aspects of womanhood they hoped to inherit and aspects they resisted. By authoring
(Holland et al., 1998) their own identities as girls, participants became critically aware of
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the ways their relationships with maternal figure were simultaneously supportive and
oppressive.
“That Girl is Strong. She is Enough:” Empowerment
Authoring (Holland et al., 1998) also took place as the participants wrote poems
about their empowerment as girls. Specifically, the three focal participants each wrote a
poem during the workshop that spoke of inner strength and pride in their gender. Near the
end of the workshops, the girls were asked to write a poem in which they spoke back to
the world about being a girl. These poems reflected many of the topics that had been
discussed in the workshop, including gender stereotypes, societal expectations, and
beauty standards, with each focal participant speaking back, in their own way, to these
gendered issues. Emma’s poem revealed a powerful voice that declared her place in the
world as a girl and the importance of her dreams (see Figure 4.8).
Figure 4.8
Emma’s Speaking Back to the World Poem from Workshop 6 (9/28)
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This poem began with a stereotypical description of Emma as a girl, hair fixed and pretty;
she then juxtaposed that aspect of her gender identity with her ambitions and dreams.
With her words and a bit of sass, Emma spoke back to a world that disparaged girls from
having lofty goals and being self-assured. This poem displayed the authoring (Holland et
al., 1998) of a girl who was proud of her femininity and of her determination and
strength. The confidence revealed in this poem was partly due to the accumulation of
many moments of strength that Emma developed over the workshops. These changes
were shown in Emma’s self-reliance in reaching out to Celia to begin a friendship and in
her willingness to share vulnerable stories from her life. It could also be seen in the last
workshop when another participant, Eva, shared an experience, and Emma expressed her
connection with Eva by yelling “Solidarity” and fist bumping the screen. To better
understand these changes in Emma, in our final interview, I asked her to consider what
she had learned about herself as a girl during the workshop:
Emma: Maybe that writing about being a girl and about challenges you face and
triumphs you face is really helpful and that that's something that's out
there.
Schreuder: Definitely, you have a voice.
Emma: Mm hmm (Nods head)
Emma certainly used her voice through her writing, showing her empowerment as a girl
and declaring her strength to the world. By writing about her girlhood, the challenges and
the triumphs, Emma deconstructed limiting gendered positions offered by society and
reconstructed her own gender identity from a position of power.
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For Bailey, empowerment was revealed through her strength in speaking back to
gender stereotypes that others expected of her. Whether it was being “girly” or
downplaying her intelligence, Bailey struggled with the expectations of others and of
herself. She often spoke of the need to fight for gender equality, and within that
challenge, the struggle to be herself. In our final interview, Bailey expressed her fatigue
as she worked to navigate her authentic identity while also pleasing others:
Schreuder: What is challenging about being a girl? What makes you tired?
Bailey: What people expect from you. You know like, not what you wear and
dress, but how you act in what I consider like a romantic dumb way and in
a smart way. You know, like both ways. And, the added pressure I put on
myself just makes me tired out.
Schreuder: Is the pressure like I need to be perfect, I need to have perfect grades, I
need to behave just right?
Bailey: I need to get everything right. I need to. It's like, I try to be myself but it's
hard when you're surrounded by so many people who not exactly don’t
think so, but don't exactly agree with you, and you'd rather just like stay
quiet than fight it. And be yourself, but in a more subtle way, so dress the
way you want to, but not necessarily say everything you want to.
Bailey’s honest admittance reveals a common struggle for women and adolescent girls—
the loss of voice (Gilligan, 1993). By trying to be the “perfect” girl, Bailey described the
internal conflict of contradictions, such as playing dumb for boys while also being
intelligent. Therefore, instead of constantly fighting to be herself, Bailey spoke of
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choosing to stay quiet and assert herself in subtler ways rather than use her voice. This
struggle, so poignantly described by Bailey, is “the dissociation of girls’ voices from
girls’ experiences in adolescence, so that girls are not saying what they know” (Gilligan,
1993, p. xxii). Even though Bailey admitted to stifling her voice with others, in the
workshop, especially through her writing, Bailey’s voice was strong.
In the workshop 2 (8/31), the participants were asked to write a poem in praise of
a group of girls or women. Bailey chose to write about girls who do not let stereotypes
define them. In this poem, Bailey used her voice to speak back to a world that keep girls
constrained to social norms, and in so doing, she also spoke up for herself (see Figure
4.9).
Figure 4.9
Bailey’s For My Girls Praise Poem from Workshop 2 (8/31)

The poem began with a list of expectations for girls as determined by boys and men,
including being sexy, quiet, and self-sacrificing. The beginning stanzas pointed out that
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these gender stereotypes are what girls have been taught to believe, with no one speaking
out or raising their voices in dissent. Bailey then wrote a turn in the poem, claiming that
now is the time to take a stand against gender bias and discrimination. She moved from
speaking in the third-person to the first-person, using pronouns “we” and “us” to include
herself in the fight against inequality. The remainder of the poem consisted of
declarations of Bailey’s perspective of girlhood— “We are girls. We are warriors,”—and
in the final lines, Bailey called herself and all girls to action, stating the need to join
hands, support one another, and stand up to the world. Through these pronouncements,
Bailey used her voice to author (Holland et al., 1998) her own identity as a girl, declaring
her strength, courage, and independence. For a young woman who struggled to be
herself, Bailey’s poem revealed the empowerment of writing from a space of authenticity
of self, removed from the expectations of others.
Empowerment, for Celia, took the form of rewriting her perspective on an earlier
time in her life. Sixth grade was a challenging year for Celia because she was struggling
with a severe stuttering problem. She explained that “the stuttering thing was such a big
deal to me…I would just talk so fast and I got so nervous that my body wouldn’t stop. I
would stutter so much.” Celia was scared that she wouldn’t pass the sixth grade, but she
did, and it was an achievement that she celebrated every day. In her final poem of the
workshop, Celia wrote to her sixth grade self in regards to her struggle with stuttering.
What she produced was an inspiring poem of empowerment and strength (see Figure
4.10).
Figure 4.10
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Celia’s Poem to Herself from Workshop 6 (9/28)

Celia’s poem revealed a restorying of her experience from a position of authority over her
own life. By speaking in the third-person, Celia stood removed from her earlier self,
almost as an omniscient observer. From this stance, she urged others to speak words of
encouragement to this young girl, knowing from personal experience what she needed to
hear. Celia closed the poem with three powerful declarations of her own strength and
worth as a girl. This poem is a rewriting of the past from a stance of empowerment in the
present. Thus, Celia created her own narrative of her sixth grade self, and in so doing,
authored (Holland et al., 1998) herself as a strong and resilient girl. In our second
interview, I asked Celia to tell me more about the inspiration for writing this poem. She
explained that the poem was her attempt at communicating with her younger self:
I just wish I could like scream to that little girl that it will be okay and that I got
over it. I still deal with severe anxiety and stuff like that, but that sixth grade me, I
just wish I could talk to her and tell her that it’s gonna be okay…like you have a
chance.
Celia used this poem to comfort her inner child that was still hurting from the pain of
sixth grade and to speak up for a younger self that did not have a voice. This poem was
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also a self-reminder of what she had overcome in life, a reminder of her own strength as a
girl even as she presently struggled with the challenges of mental health. In our final
interview, when asked what she learned about being a girl in the workshop, Celia
responded:
I definitely think that it’s given me a new perspective on just how the way like
being a woman is so important. It was such an important part of history, and I feel
like I'm privileged to be a woman, to just show everybody I can do things, just
like you. Differently, but just like you.
By the end of the workshop, Celia viewed her girlhood as a privilege—a way of being in
the world that deserved respect. For Celia, being empowered as a girl meant showing
people that she was capable and strong. Even though her way of being or identity as a girl
may be different from others, she acknowledged that she could do things just like
everyone else. Celia’s final comments and poem reveal a new sense of self-confidence,
and an authoring (Holland et al., 1998) of her gender identity from a perspective of inner
worth and authority. Ultimately, all three focal participants wrote about their gender
identities with voices that demanded to be heard.
Summary of Authoring Gender Identity
Overall, the three focal participants authored (Holland et al., 1998) their gender
identities in the workshop by discussing, sharing, interpreting, and writing about their
experiences and emotions of being a girl. Authoring first took place through the sharing
of gendered experiences and the communal acknowledgment of these experiences as
relatable and universal for girls. Authoring was also enacted through the interpretation of
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poems written by women about women. In these poetic discussions, focal participants
authored their gender identities through the words and thoughts of other empowered
women. Finally, Emma, Celia, and Bailey authored their gender identities by writing
about their emotions, relationships, and empowerment as girls. Through the process of
authoring, each participant learned to use their voice to speak back to a patriarchal world
and define their identities as girls for themselves.
“Her Voice Needs to Be Heard”
“Bringing the experience of women and girls to full light, although in one sense
perfectly straightforward, becomes a radical endeavor” (Gilligan, 1993, p. xxiv).
For girls in adolescence, the use of their voice to express their experiences and
emotions within a patriarchal society is a radical endeavor indeed. The Girl Power
writing workshop sought to offer a space in which adolescent girls felt safe using their
voices and expressing their experiences as girls. The participants of the workshop
conveyed the positive impact of this endeavor, citing the strong and supportive
community that was built between girls over the eight-week workshop. In particular, the
three focal participants, while diverse in experience and personality, found deep
connection with each other through the sharing of communal experiences of girlhood. It
was through this type of sharing and in the interpreting of poetry that participants
authored (Holland et al., 1998) their gender identities from new perspectives of strength
and self-assurance. As a result, all focal participants wrote poems of gender
empowerment, revealing each girls’ ability to tap into her own sense of strength,
resilience, and self-worth. By bringing their experiences “to full light,” Emma, Celia, and
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Bailey validated, for themselves, the importance of their voices and engaged in the
radical act of claiming their space in the world as girls.
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CHAPTER FIVE
DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

Recognize and respect the echoes of their footsteps.
Vote during elections, and think about how you got there.
Praise strong female public figures…
Don’t thank a god or spirit of your choice for rights being secured
but the real-world heroes who put their lives on the line.
-Eva

The purpose of this holistic case study was to examine the ways that middle
school girls authored (Holland et al., 1998) their gender identities in an all-girl afterschool poetry writing workshop. This chapter includes a discussion of the findings related
to the literature on authoring gender identity and the processes and pedagogy that
encourage this type of authoring. Also included are the implications of the research
findings as related to the theory and literature on girls’ identity construction through
writing. The chapter concludes with a review of the limitations of this study and areas for
future research.
Discussion of Findings
This study examined the following research question: How do middle school girls
author gender identity through participation in an out-of-school all-girl writing
workshop? As outlined in Chapter Four, findings suggested girls authored (Holland et al.,
1998) their gender identities in three ways: a) by sharing personal and universal
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experiences of being a girl, b) by interpreting poems written by women about women,
and c) by writing about emotions, relationships, and empowerment as girls. This study
also investigated the second research question: What are the processes and pedagogy
associated with the authoring of gender identity in an out-of-school all-girl writing
workshop? The findings suggested the following processes and pedagogy were vital to
the success of the writing workshop: a) careful curation of curriculum, b) safe community
building, c) use of technology, and d) freedom in approach to reading and writing. The
factors influencing girls’ authoring show a reliance on both the communal and the
individual—as girls constructed their gender identities through discussing and sharing in
a safe and supportive community, while also authoring through the solitary practice of
writing.
These findings specifically highlight the importance of centering the voices and
experiences of girls and women in classrooms and curricula. While research on girls and
education has burgeoned over the past 30 years, findings from this study suggest girls are
still experiencing voicelessness and invisibility in the classroom. Because of the insidious
and systemic nature of patriarchy, schools—as institutions that have historically upheld
patriarchal ideologies—continue to promote the male perspective. Especially when
considering classroom literature, women authors are often viewed as a token or add-on to
the mandated curriculum and not interacted with as serious, canonical texts. The findings
from this study suggest that engaging deeply with the authorial style and poetic
techniques of diverse women writers not only transforms conceptions of women as artists
and creatives but also confers value and worth to the multiplicity of women’s
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experiences. When using such literature as mentor texts, girls are provided with examples
and opportunities to write about a range of identities from a lens of empowerment. The
findings from this study suggest curricular changes that intentionally center the voices
and experiences of diverse women may address and help remedy the continued gender
inequality and marginalization of girls present in classrooms and schools.
Authoring Gender Identity
By seeking to understand how middle school girls author (Holland et al., 1998)
gender identity in a writing workshop, findings from this study suggest the importance of
sharing personal stories, interpreting literature by women, and writing about experiences
of girlhood. In the following section, a discussion of these findings related to the first
research question are disseminated.
Sharing Personal and Universal Experiences of Being a Girl
For the three focal participants, sharing their personal experiences of being a girl
was vital in creating a safe and supportive community in which to author their gender
identities (Holland et al., 1998). Their individual stories were often relatable for all
participants, fostering an understanding of the universal challenges girls face. By sharing
these experiences of gender inequality, the participants learned that they were not unique
in their struggles, and their similar experiences with misogyny are part of a larger system
of societal inequity. This study’s findings support the literature that indicates the need for
communal sharing in workshop spaces (García & Gaddes, 2012; Hill, 2009; McArthur &
Muhammad, 2017). Hill (2009) concluded that when sharing writing in a workshop,
adolescents often “offer[ed] a complementary story that articulated the commonality of
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their respective experiences (p. 271), a practice he described as “cosigning.” It was
through the practice of cosigning that “members of the community would provide
affirmation for the person exposing his or her wound…acknowledging both the
commonality and the legitimacy of the narrative” (p. 270-271). Likewise, the young
women in this study learned about the common bond they shared through their similar
experiences which led to a greater understanding of their identities as girls.
One interesting finding in the study was the commonality of feeling different or
being the odd-one-out amongst participants. As girls reach adolescence, there is greater
pressure from society and peers to conceal emotions, opinions, and desires to get along
with others and fit a stereotypical feminine role (Gilligan, 1993). When girls engage in
behaviors that conceal their true identities, this often results in feelings of isolation and a
lost sense of self (Brown & Gilligan, 1992; Pipher, 1994; Tolman et al., 2006). In this
study, participants described feeling alone in the many different spaces of their lives, and
especially felt the necessity of altering themselves in order to maneuver within peer
groups and school. The issue, therefore, was that by hiding their true experiences and
emotions, the participants were unable to connect with other girls their age and
essentially created their own isolation. However, in a safe community such as the
workshop, participants shared vulnerable aspects of their lives with one another, resulting
in a new understanding that they are not alone. This finding is in agreement with the
literature that suggests the act of sharing experiences and emotions brings about feelings
of commonality—of not being alone in the world (McArthur & Muhammad, 2017; Winn,
2011).
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In this study, participants also shared stories of their enjoyment as girls that would
have mostly likely gone unnoticed or unvalued in larger society. These stories emerged
naturally through conversation and discussion during the workshop and elicited
excitement from the girls when commonalities were discovered. Situations included rites
of passages for early adolescent girls, such as walking the mall alone or finding a “name”
necklace in a souvenir shop. It was from these smaller incidents of connection that
participants authored (Holland et al., 1998) their gender identities with new perspectives
on girlhood. This finding is in line with the literature that suggests girls’ experiences
often are unvoiced, unnoticed, and undervalued in society, leading to girls not realizing
the commonality of their experiences (Finders, 1996; Gilligan, 1993). Finders (1996)
spoke of the “unsanctioned,” yet more authentic, presentation of girls’ lives as taking
place “backstage” or in their “literate underlives.” Gilligan (1993) described it as the
“dissociation of girls’ voices from girls’ experiences,” a process that leads to the
“privatization of women’s experiences” (p. xxii). Yet, by sharing their personal stories in
the workshop, participants became aware of these smaller experiences of solidarity with
other girls, thus bringing to light the backstage of their lives. Through this process,
participants authored their gender identities with a broader picture of the ways girls
experience the world. This study’s finding, therefore, emphasizes the importance of
amplifying girls’ voices, stories, and experiences in all areas of society.
Interpreting Poems Written by Women About Women
The participants in this study authored (Holland et al., 1998) their gender
identities by reading and interpreting poems by women about women. During discussions
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of these poems, the three focal participants were exposed to modern, feminist
empowerment poetry for the first time. Their lack of experience with poetry written by
women agrees with the literature that women authors are not often part of the school
curriculum (Al-Shalabi et al., 2011; Applebee, 1992; Davis, 1989; Robinson, 1983).
Participants explained that Emily Dickinson was the only female poet they read in school,
while the rest were male authors, such as Robert Frost. Because the ELA curriculum
tends to center the male perspective, girls spending the majority of their schooling years
reading from a lens that does not connect with their identities. When girls continuously
read literature from male-dominated perspectives, they learn to identify the experiences
of men as normative and women’s experiences as deviant (McCracken & Appleby, 1992;
Robinson, 1983). However, by reading and interpreting poems by women about women,
the participants realized that women’s experiences were worthy of being expressed and
voiced. Having been exposed to famous female authors, such as Maya Angelou, for the
first time in the workshop, the girls discussed their love and appreciation for this new
world of feminist poetry opened to them. It was through this exposure that participants
learned the importance of writing and reading about women’s experiences, giving
perspective to authoring (Holland et al., 1998) their own challenges and triumphs as girls.
Participants internalizing the words of strength and power from these poems
which was reflected in their emulation of ideas of empowerment in their own poems. In
this way, participants also authored (Holland et al., 1998) their own identities through the
lens of empowered women. The findings of this study agree with the literature that assert
the texts girls read and discuss impacts their identity and sense of self (Broughton, 2002;
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Holland et al., 1998; Moje & Luke, 2009). Literature provides scripts for how girls are to
enact their gender and roles in society. The scripts found in literature often narrativize
women from a patriarchal lens which is then internalized by the reader (Chi, 2012;
DeBlase, 2003b; Hamilton et al., 2006; Hartman, 2006; Holland et al., 1998; O'DonnellAllen & Smagorinsky, 1999). Conversely, when girls read and interpret literature with
scripts of women’s empowerment, such as Fast Speaking Woman, Part 1 by Anne
Waldman and Phenomenal Woman by Maya Angelou, these messages contradict
patriarchal notions of womanhood, thus opening room for authoring. It was in this space
of authoring that the participants reoriented their perspective of themselves as girls.
Through the internalization of other women’s words, the participants authored their
gender identities from a position of strength and power, revealing new formed
conceptions of women’s roles in the world.
However, interpretations of the poems by participants were not always positive; in
fact, some poems elicited critiques regarding their portrayal of women. The strongest
critiques were for poems that portrayed the fight for women’s equality as too simple or
easy. Even in these moments of critique, the participants were still using the
interpretation of women’s poems to mediate their identities (Broughton, 2002; Moje &
Luke, 2009). Often conflict creates fertile ground for authoring (Holland et al., 1998), and
in these moments of tension, the girls authored themselves in contrast to the literature. By
determining their own opinions of the poems, participants learned to critically analyze the
messages being portrayed, thus asserting control over their internalization. Ultimately, in
this study, the participants mediated their identities by reading and interpreting poems
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written by women about women, which positively impacted the girls’ conceptions of
themselves and their value in the world.
Writing About Emotions, Relationships, and Empowerment as Girls
This study’s findings suggest that writing was a salient form of authoring
(Holland et al., 1998) as the participants used the written word to document their
emotions, relationships, and empowerment as girls. In writing about emotions, the three
focal participants released feelings of sadness, loneliness, anger, stress, and frustration
around situations of gender inequality that they had not given voice to previously. Brown
and Gilligan (1992) suggest that during early adolescence girls begin censoring and selfsilencing their true feelings in order to please others. In this process, girls lose touch with
their inner lives, often resulting in dissociation from their emotions (Brown & Gilligan,
1992; Gilligan, 1993; Sadker, Sadker, & Zittleman, 2009). While some participants in
this study already utilized writing for emotional catharsis, others discovered the benefit of
writing poetry for emotional relief. Participants described uncovering long hidden
feelings through their writing, which they were then able to express and release. These
findings are consistent with the literature that suggests writing provides the structure
needed to confront, explore, and refine difficult emotions (Guzzetti & Gamboa, 2004;
Johnson, 2017; Manning, 2016). Therefore, participants used writing to give voice to
their innermost feelings about being a girl—declaring their emotions to the world without
censorship or embarrassment—and in the process, authored their identities as girls with
greater confidence and self-understanding.
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By examining relationships through writing, the focal participants wrote about the
impact of maternal figures on their identities as girls. Participants’ poems focused on the
relationships between the maternal linage of daughters, mothers, and grandmothers,
thereby documenting the expectations for their female gender roles in the family system.
In accordance with the literature, the issue of positioning within the figured world
(Holland et al., 1998) of the family is a common topic in adolescent girls’ writing (García
& Gaddes, 2012; Hill, 2009; Winn, 2010). The participants in this study wrote
specifically of their positioning as girls in relationship with their grandmothers, sharing
how maternal figures both supported and hindered their gender empowerment. Maternal
figures are role models for girls in how to enact womanhood, passing down ideas of
femininity that create tension for girls between replicating and resisting bias. Participants
in this study revealed this dichotomy by writing in praise of their maternal figures’
examples of womanhood, while also writing in resistance to the strict gender roles
expected by these same figures. The relationships between daughters and their maternal
figures heavily impacts identity, as girls’ perceptions of gender are strongly influenced by
their caregiving female role models (Chodorow, 1978; Gilligan, 1993; Miller, 1986;
Nodding, 1984). Participants expressed the importance of their relationships with their
mothers and grandmothers, and the significance of writing to mediate tensions and find
inner resolution. In this process, participants analyzed their maternal relationships from a
critical stance, and authored (Holland et al., 1998) their gender identities with newfound
awareness of their position as girls within their families.
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By the end of the workshop, participants in this study wrote poems about their
empowerment as girls, revealing positive changes to their conceptions of themselves and
their gender. Participants’ poems reflected a newfound pride in their gender identity by
expressing the strength, determination, and privilege of being a woman. From a
strengthened position, each participant also used their poetry to speak back, in their own
ways, to the limiting gendered positions offered by society. Previous studies show that
girls often perpetuate negative gender stereotypes within their own writing (Edell, 2013;
Kamler, 1993; MacGillivray & Martinez, 1998; Peterson, 2002), further emphasizing the
pervasive internalization of the narrativization of women from a patriarchal lens (Holland
et al., 1998). Yet, when in a safe and accepting space, with models of analysis and
creation that are supportive, literature shows girls write to challenge patriarchal
ideologies and construct their own perceptions of gender (Johnson, 2017; Manning, 2016;
Muhammad, 2012; Wissman, 2011), developing their own voices in the process
(Gilligan, 1993). The participants in this study used their voices to rewrite their
perceptions of girlhood from a position of power, thus counteracting the majoritarian
narratives perpetuated by society (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). By writing words of
empowerment, participants solidified for themselves their identities as girls, thereby
authoring (Holland et al., 1998) from a space of inner authority. Overall, through sharing,
discussing, interpreting, and writing, the focal participants authored their gender
identities with a newfound sense of self-worth, autonomy, and strength.
Processes and Pedagogy
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Through an analysis of the processes and pedagogy necessary for authoring
(Holland et al., 1998) gender identity in a writing workshop, findings from this study
suggest the significance of designing high-quality curriculum, creating a safe
environment, utilizing new forms of technology, and encouraging reader and writer
freedom. In the following section, a discussion of these findings related to the second
research question are explored.
Careful Curation of Curriculum
A consistent finding related to the processes of the writing workshop was the need
for carefully curated curriculum that centered the voices of women. Research shows that
curriculum in schools is predominantly comprised of white, male authors (Al-Shalabi et
al., 2011; Applebee, 1992; Aston, 2018), which results in what McCabe et al. (2011)
described as the “symbolic annihilation” of women’s voices, experiences, and stories. By
designing curriculum to intentionally center diverse women authors, value was placed on
women’s perspectives which presented positive models for participants’ own writing.
Ultimately, participants needed to see their gender represented in published literature to
know that their lived realities were worthy of being written. The process of designing
curriculum also included an intentional focus on selecting poems that modeled a skillful
use of poetic craft. Juxtaposing or pairing specific poems was an especially useful
technique; one that encouraged participants to make new discoveries based on the
comparison and contrast of poetic themes, styles, and techniques. It was from these
model poems that participants learned new poetic devices that they then emulated in their
own poetry. This finding is consistent with the literature that asserts students develop
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stronger, deeper, and larger conceptions of writing through mentor texts, not merely
through writing assignments (Culham, 2014; Fletcher, 2011; Gallagher, 2011).
Safe Community Building
The findings from this study suggest the necessity of a safe community for the
writing of identities. The need for a supportive and secure community is consistent with
the literature regarding the importance of safety in educational spaces for learning
(Brownlie & King, 2011; Holley & Steiner, 2005). The process of building a safe and
supportive community in the workshop first involved the modeling of openness and
vulnerability by the leaders, which was then enacted by participants. Emphasis was given
to authenticity in the workshop space, where every voice was listened to and validated.
This process took time as the girls learned to trust the leaders and each other. In the end,
through the sharing of personal stories and their own writing, participants described the
freedom they felt in the workshop to expose their insecurities, challenges, and struggles
as girls. This finding is indicative that out-of-school workshop spaces can provide the
potential for freedom and safety necessary for girls to write about their identities (García
& Gaddes, 2012; Johnson, 2017; Manning, 2016; Winn, 2011; Wissman, 2011).
The freedom of community felt in the workshop was directly contrasted to
participants’ experiences in school, where they felt the need to hide their true identities.
Participants expressed the discomfort of being themselves in school, specifically feeling
fear over the judgement of their teachers and peers. Literature consistently reveals that
since schools operate as a patriarchal space, true safety in school is an unattainable ideal,
especially for students on the margins (Barrett, 2010; Bender-Slack, 2009; Finders, 1996;
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Flensner & Von der Lippe, 2019; Weems, 2010). Schools are institutions founded on a
history of white supremacy and patriarchy, and as such, replicate oppression and
inequality for marginalized students (Bender-Slack, 2009; Delpit, 1995; Kirkland, 2013;
Paris, 2011; Weems, 2010). This study’s findings agree with the literature that school is
not an inherently safe space for girls, as all participants consistently described school as
the antithesis of the safe community built in the workshop.
(Unexpected) Use of Technology
While participants’ main complaint about the workshop was the lack of in-person
meetings, each participant affirmed that a safe and supportive community was still built
in the online space. By gathering around the shared interest of writing, participants
experienced an authentic audience of likeminded peers. The girls also engaged with each
other online in ways not possible in person. This included the use of the chat box to
conduct conversations in tandem with discussions taking place on screen, as well as
creating new forms of poetry available digitally, such as Blackout poems. Curwood,
Magnifico, and Lammers (2013) posited students are participating in greater numbers in
innovative online communities because of the ease of access. Greater participation is also
due to the digital community’s access to new forms of writing within a socially
collaborative environment (Applebee & Langer, 2006; Curwood, Magnifico, &
Lammers, 2013; Jenkins et al., 2006). Even though participants desired an in-person
experience, the online workshop community was not hindered, and even benefited from
new technologies. This study’s conclusion emphasizes the importance of a safe and
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supportive community, whether in person or online, in which girls feel free to write about
their identities.
Freedom in Reading
In this study, the pedagogical approach to reading and writing selected for the
workshop was influenced by Rosenblatt’s Transactional Theory (1978) which asserted
that literacy practices must be personally grounded. While writers bring their personal
experiences to the page, the readers are also involved in meaning-making through their
own sociocultural lens. The emphasis on personal meaning-making through reading and
writing in the workshop resulted in an organic and agentive learning process for
participants. During discussions, the co-leaders intentionally asked open-ended questions
to promote individual interpretations without the fear of a right or wrong answer.
Participants not only expressed their ideas during these discussions, but also asked
questions if confused or needing clarification. The questions posed by participants
opened space for spontaneous moments of learning which were never planned, but rather
emanated from the girls’ own interpretations and curiosities. Writing workshops often
encourage participants to take on agentive roles in the construction of learning, leading to
stronger buy-in and personal investment in the community of practice (Eidman-Aadahl,
2002; Muhammad, 2015).
Feeling of Writing Freedom
The pedagogical approach to writing in the workshop focused on freedom of
choice. Participants were offered prompts for their poems but were aware that following
their inspiration and creativity was encouraged. For this reason, all focal participants
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expressed the enjoyment and fun of writing poetry, describing it in terms of play rather
than as an assignment. In accordance with the literature, writing workshops are known as
spaces that encourage the exploration of writing through openness of topic, genre, form,
and style (Blackburn, 2002; García & Gaddes, 2012; Hicks, 2004; Muhammad, 2012).
This feeling of writing freedom directly conflicted with the girls’ perceptions of writing
in school. In their interviews, the participants described the limitations that school placed
on their writing, citing examples such as the distribution of grades, strict format
requirements, and narrow topics. Because assessments are required in school, writing
instruction tends toward a one-size-fits-all formula, which limits students’ creative
expression and eventually develops a narrow conception of what makes a good writer
(Behizadeh, 2014; Jenkins et al., 2006). Without the burden of assessment, participants
experimented with their writing—playing with form, style, and poetic devices in
innovative and unique ways. The findings of this study show the need for out-of-school
spaces to develop not only writing skills, but also a love of writing.
Implications for Practice and Research
The main component necessary for authoring gender identity is a space of safety,
belonging, and freedom within community, and the Girl Power writing workshop
provided this type of space for girls in the study. The inequalities that girls experience
can engender distrust in institutions founded on patriarchy, such as school, and for this
reason, the girls in this study were more likely to have a healthy distrust of institutions.
This feeling, however, was not limited to the girls in this study, as students often report a
lack of freedom in writing about their identities at school (Blackburn, 2002; Hicks, 2004;
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Muhammad, 2012; Wissman, 2011). This finding supports the need for alternative spaces
that are free from historical, cultural, and social inequities—spaces that invite participants
to be agentive in creating their desired community. More support is therefore needed to
create and fund out-of-school, alternative spaces for students with diverse identities.
However, over the past several years federal funding for after school programs has
steadily declined, with economic issues related to Covid-19 only further exacerbating the
problem (Afterschool Alliance, 2020; National Conference of State Legislators [NCSL],
2020). As such, the burden of funding often falls on communities and parents with
limited resources and availability of grants (NCSL, 2020). Therefore, the implications for
policy-makers and others in positions of power must focus on dedicating funding to outof-school programs and workshops, especially for students on the margins. If schools are
not meeting the needs of students, especially those whose identities most need
recognition and validation, then arguably the funding for safe spaces is not only
necessary, but vital to the health and wellbeing of students.
As previously stated, the existing structures of education are not able to reach the
necessary marker of safety needed for students to write about identity. School provides
more challenges and obstacles for students, especially students already disenfranchised
by historical structures of white supremacy and patriarchy, and therefore, the ability to
create a safe haven in the classroom may never be possible (Finders, 1996; Kinloch,
Burkhard, & Penn, 2017; Weems, 2010). For teachers, this finding asserts the need for
greater awareness of pedagogical practices that limit students’ potential for authentic
engagement with identity in school. Whether through broadening student choice of
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writing topic, engaging in organic discussion around diverse, modern texts, or
encouraging the written voices of marginalized students, teachers have the power to offer
greater inclusivity and equity in classrooms through reading and writing instruction.
While schools will never be able to fully replicate the communities built in afterschool spaces, this is not necessarily the goal. Instead, school and out-of-school spaces
should work in tandem to meet the needs of all students. For this purpose, a reimagining
of school is necessary, with teachers creating a parallel community in which students are
encouraged to explore, analyze, and critically engage with who they wish to be in the
world. However, it is important to acknowledge that teachers work within a system that
requires an obligation to their students and to policy. Often educational policies lessen
teacher autonomy by requiring scripted curriculum and pushing for more rigorous
standardized assessments. Teachers are, therefore, engaged in the hard work of balancing
the pressure of outside requirements while also meeting the educational and emotional
needs of students.
Finally, the implications for future research should add to the findings of this
study in order to further understand the importance of out-of-school spaces for the
authoring (Holland et al., 1998) of identities. While this study solely focused on
adolescents who identified as girls, there is still a wider range of students whose identities
diverge from what society deems as the norm. These students also need a space of safety
and authenticity to determine, for themselves, who they are and who they want to be in
the world. Therefore, more research is needed to better understand a diversity of girls’
experiences, including diversity of race, sexuality, age, and gender expression.
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In particular, research in the area of trans-inclusive workshops is vital. The Girl
Power writing workshop was open to transgender girls; however, we did not have any
participants who identified as such. For this reason, more information is necessary to
recruit and engage participants who identify as transgender. Specifically, it is important
to consider: How do we advertise gender-specific workshops without excluding
transgender youth? And, how do we create a space that is safe for transgender girls and
not perceived with skepticism? This involves reconsidering the Girl Power title to
something more inclusive as well as considering the ways girlhood was discussed and
defined in the workshop. While it is vital for girls to have a supportive space to write
their identities away from the limiting structures of patriarchy, transgender girls also need
a community of true belonging. Research must continue to uncover best practices for
creating such spaces.
Limitations
The current study was intended to highlight the range of girls’ experiences in the
authoring (Holland et al., 1998) of their gender identities, showing both similarities and
differences. The hope was for a diverse pool of participants in race, sexuality, and SES.
While the three focal participants selected for inclusion in the case study were diverse,
their differences were not as originally expected. Instead, they displayed diversity in
regional identity, religion, personality, and mental health. One limitation, then, was the
type of diversity anticipated before recruitment began. Girls were recruited for this
workshop based in their participation in past classes and workshops with Thomas. This
recruiting process was selected in order to have pre-formed relationships between
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Thomas and the participants. However, this did limit the potential pool of participants,
resulting in a more homogenous group of girls. A further limitation in this study was the
number of workshop participants. While eight girls signed up for the workshop, only five
participated in all eight sessions. It was a challenge to recruit participants during the
Covid-19 pandemic, especially at the start of a 2020-2021 school year when there were
many unknowns about the format of school. Parents and students were overwhelmed, and
it was challenging to find participants willing to commit to the online workshop.
Furthermore, it is important to note that aspects of the structure of this study also
affected the type of girls able to participate in the workshop. First, girls who participated
in the workshop needed to have the necessary technology to access Zoom and Google
Docs, including a computer and reliable internet. This fact naturally eliminated girls who
did not have the means or the access to technology and a quiet space for the workshop.
Second, parents willing to consent to the study differed from parents who did not consent.
Research shows that students who return consent forms are “more likely to be female, to
live in two-parent families, and to have parents with higher educational attainment and
are less likely to be from racial or ethnic minority backgrounds” (Anderman et al., 1995;
Dent et al., 1993; Esbensen, Melde, Taylor, & Peterson, 2008, p. 338). These findings
corroborated the fact that workshop participants were predominantly white, middle class,
and from educated families. The only racially diverse participant who signed up for the
workshop decided not to attend after her mother learned of the topic and research aspect
of the workshop. This limited the possibilities of diversity between recruited participants
in the workshop.
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Conclusion
At this current point in history, we find ourselves in a moment of national
reckoning—a time to examine issues of gender discrimination and inequity. With more
women than ever in positions of power, including the office of the Vice President,
women appear to have greater opportunity to be heard and have their experiences
validated. At the same time, groups within the United States are doubling down on
patriarchal ideals, pushing back against progress for women and calling for a return to the
misogyny of 1950s America. Furthermore, the Covid-19 pandemic has revealed the
disparity of expectations for women and exacerbated gender inequities, as hordes of
women have left the workforce citing the burden of family care as the reason (Mahajan,
White, Madgavkar, & Krishnan, 2020; Taub, 2020). Women, therefore, find themselves
within an extreme dichotomy of seeing more women represented in positions of power,
while experiencing the crushing weight of gender discrimination in their daily lives. In
both spaces, women’s experiences continue to be minimized; their voices are going
unheard.
The status quo of patriarchy is maintained through the erasure of women’s
experiences and the silencing of their voices. Therefore, creating a space in which girls
are seen and heard is not only in direct opposition to the patriarchal order, it’s
revolutionary. When girls come together in a shared space to tell their stories and express
their emotions, their voices are validated as worthy of being listened to. The results of
this study revealed the power of girls’ voices. Through the written word, girls in the
workshop healed from the trauma of gender discrimination, delighted in experiences of
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connection, and pushed back against patriarchy, all of which strengthened their sense of
self as girls. Within the raising of their voices, girls also learned they were not alone—
their stories and emotions echoes of one another’s. Through the chorus of connection,
each girl wrote of her own empowerment, claiming her place of personal agency,
authority, and power in the world. Ultimately, we stand at a pivotal moment in history; a
moment in which we must ask: Who is being listening to? Whose voices are being heard?
In a world that continues to silence women and censor their experiences, the act of
speaking up for oneself, as a girl, is radical—a force for revolution.
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Appendix A
Participant Interview Protocol
Interview #1
Time of Interview:
Date:
Place:
Interviewee:
Interviewer:

Mary Schreuder

Potential Interview Questions:
1. Why did you want to be a part of this writing workshop?
2. If I were meeting you for the first time, how would you describe yourself to me?
3. Do you identify as a girl? If so, what does being girl mean to you?
If not, how do you identify your gender? Please explain.
4. What is it like to be a girl in your school?
Home?
Writing workshop?
Other spaces (church, extra curriculars, friends)?
5. What is the best part about being a girl?
What is the most difficult part about being a girl?
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Interview #2
Time of Interview:
Date:
Place:
Interviewee:
Interviewer:

Mary Schreuder

Potential Interview Questions:
1. What have you enjoyed so far about the writing workshop? Is there anything about the
workshop you would change?
2. What have you learned about being a girl during the workshop and through your
writing?
3. What specific topics or poems have been meaningful to you?
Can you describe how they have been meaningful for you?
4. What specific topics or poems have impacted how you view being a girl? Can you
describe the impact it has had?
5. Has being in this workshop changed the way you view yourself as a girl in other
spaces?
School, home, with friends?
*Other questions were asked regarding specific writings from the interviewees and
specific events during the workshop involving the interviewees.
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Interview #3
Time of Interview:
Date:
Place:
Interviewee:
Interviewer:

Mary Schreuder

Potential Interview Questions:
1. What did you enjoy or appreciate the most about the workshop? What would you
change to make the workshop better for the next group of girls?
2. What writing topic or activity did you enjoy the most during the workshop?
3. How do you think you have changed by being in this workshop?
4. After going through this workshop, what does being a girl mean to you now?
5. What is the most important lesson you learned through the workshop?

*Other questions may be asked regarding specific writings from the interviewee and
specific events during the workshop involving the interviewee.
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Appendix B
Data Collection Schedule
Data Collection
Schedule

Source of Data

Aug, 24, 2020

Workshop Observation

Aug. 31, 2020

Written Documents
Workshop Observation
Written Documents
Interviews with Part. 1-3

Sept. 7, 2020

Workshop Observation

Sept. 14, 2020

Written Documents
Workshop Observation

Sept. 21, 2020

Written Documents
Workshop Observation
Written Documents
Interviews with Part. 1-3

Sept. 28, 2020

Workshop Observation

Oct. 5, 2020

Written Documents
Workshop Observation

Oct. 12, 2020

Written Documents
Workshop Observation

Week of Oct.
12, 2020

Written Documents
Interview with Part. 1
Interview with Part. 2
Interview with Part. 3
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Collection

Time

Field notes, video recording,
transcription
Saved in online database
Field notes, video recording,
transcription
Saved in online database

90 mins.

Video recording and
transcription
Field notes, video recording,
transcription
Saved in online database
Field notes, video recording,
transcription
Saved in online database
Field notes, video recording,
transcription
Saved in online database

20 mins.
each
90 mins.

Video recording and
transcription
Field notes, video recording,
transcription
Saved in online database
Field notes, video recording,
transcription
Saved in online database
Field notes, video recording,
transcription
Saved in online database
Video recording
Video recording
Video recording

20 mins.
each
90 mins.

90 mins.

90 mins.

90 mins.

90 mins.

90 mins.

20 mins.
20 mins.
20 mins.

Appendix C
Workshop Flyer
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Appendix D
Second Round Codes

Major Concept: Focal Participants
Individual Themes:
Emma:
Code: Friendship
Code: School
Celia:
Code: Mental Health
Code: Body Image/Self-esteem
Bailey:
Code: Growing Up
Code: Labels
Cross Case Themes:
Code: Feelings of difference and being alone
Code: Love of literacy/Growth as writers
Code: Activism
Major Concept: Authoring
Authoring Gender
Code: Sharing Experiences/Personal Stories/Memories
Code: Interpreting Poems by Women about Women
Code: Writing Poems about Gender Identity
Code: Analyzing/Writing Emotions about Gender Identity
Code: Analyzing/Writing Gender Identity in Relationships
Code: Changes in participants by the end
Authoring Writing
Code: Challenges as a writer
Code: Pride in their writing
Code: Examining the writing process
Code: Growth in writing knowledge and skill
Major Concept: Writing Processes and Pedagogy
Format of the Workshop
Code: Technology Issues
Code: Rapport building
Code: Safe environment
Code: Changes to/for the workshop
Code: Schedule/order of events
Code: Participants likes/opinions
Workshop as Community
Code: Connection statements (i.e. I can connect or I can relate)
Code: Vulnerability
Code: Learn from each other
Code: Changes in relationships over time
Code: Workshop vs. School
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Appendix E
Workshop Application: Google Form
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Appendix F
Parent Permission Form

Clemson University
Parent Permission Form
Middle School Girls and Gender Identity Construction in an After-School Writing
Workshop
KEY INFORMATION ABOUT THE RESEARCH STUDY
Voluntary Consent: Ms. Mary Schreuder is inviting your child to volunteer for a
research study. Mary Schreuder is a former middle school English teacher and a doctoral
candidate at Clemson University studying literacy, language, and culture and is
conducting the study with the help of Ms. Natalie Thomas.
You may tell us at any time that you do not want your child to be in the study. Your child
will not be punished in any way if she does not take part in the study or stops taking part
in the study.
We will also ask your child if she wants to take part in this study. Your child may refuse
to take part or quit being in the study at any time.
Alternative to Participation: Refusing or quitting participation in the study does not
mean your daughter must leave the writing workshop. It simply means that she will no
longer participate in the study which has no effect on her workshop participation.
Study Purpose: The purpose of this research is to understand how middle school girls
experience gender and how writing can be used to help girls express and make-sense of
their gender identity.
Activities and Procedures: Your child’s part in the study will simply be to participate in
the workshop. For most participants, this study will not be visible or take any extra time
aside from the workshop. All participant writings will be scanned and uploaded to a
password protected computer and used as part of the data collection.
Three girls will be asked to participant in the study as focal participants who will partake
in three 20 minute individual interviews. These interviews will be scheduled during the
eight-week workshop, according to parent and child availability, and will take place
immediately after the workshops, between 5:30 and 6:00 pm. During the interviews, your
child may refuse to answer any questions or leave the discussion at any time if she
becomes uncomfortable.
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Participation Time: For regular study participants, it will take your child no extra time
to be in this study. For the three focal participants, it will take your child 1 hour of extra
time to be in this study.
Risks and Discomforts: We do not foresee any risks or discomforts to your child in this
research study.
Possible Benefits: Some potential benefits of this study includes your child’s experiences
in the writing workshop, including learning about writing and developing relationships
with other girls of the same age. Additionally, information gathered from this study will
benefit literacy education by adding to current understandings of girls’ gender identity in
order to meet girls’ specific educational and personal needs. Also, this study will inform
potential writing practices, for both in and out of school, that create space for girls’
voices and expression through writing.
MANDATORY REPORTING
The research team includes individuals who are mandatory reporters. Your family’s
personal information may be disclosed if required by law. This means that there may be
rare situations that require us to release personal information about your family, e.g., in
case a judge requires such release in a lawsuit or if we are aware of any harm to
participants (including reporting behaviors consistent with child abuse or neglect). In
accordance with S.C. Code §63-7-310, we are required to report child abuse or neglect.
AUDIO/VIDEO RECORDING AND PHOTOGRAPHS
All workshop sessions and interviews will be audio recorded. Audio recordings will only
be used by the researchers and will not be shared publicly.
EQUIPMENT AND DEVICES THAT WILL BE USED IN THE RESEARCH
STUDY
A mobile phone or external audio recording device will be used during data collection.
There are no foreseeable risks to your child when using these devices.
PROTECTION OF PRIVACY AND CONFIDENTIALITY
The results of this study may be published in scientific journals, professional
publications, or educational presentations.
When working with data, we will do our utmost to protect the privacy and confidentiality
of your child. All audio recordings and other electronic data will be stored on a password
protected computer. Identifiable information collected during the study will be removed
and pseudonyms will be used to protect the identity of all study participants. The de-
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identified information could be used for future research studies or distributed to another
investigator for future research studies without additional informed consent from the
participants or legally authorized representative.
CONTACT INFORMATION
If you have any questions or concerns about your child’s rights in this research study,
please contact the Clemson University Office of Research Compliance (ORC) at 864656-0636 or irb@clemson.edu. If you are outside of the Upstate South Carolina area,
please use the ORC’s toll-free number, 866-297-3071. The Clemson IRB will not be able
to answer some study-specific questions. However, you may contact the Clemson IRB if
the research staff cannot be reached or if you wish to speak with someone other than the
research staff.
If you have any study related questions or if any problems arise, please contact Mary
Schreuder at Clemson University at mschreu@g.clemson.edu.

CONSENT
By allowing your child to participate in the study, you indicate that you have read
the information written above, been allowed to ask any questions, and you are
voluntarily choosing for your child to take part in this research. You do not give up
any legal rights by having your child take part in this research study.
A copy of this form will be given to you.

Please return this form to Natalie or Mary by the first writing workshop: August 24,
2020.
Print child’s name: _____________________________________________
Print parent’s name: ____________________________________________
Parent’s signature: _______________________________Date: __________
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Appendix G
Assent to Be in a Research Study Form

Clemson University
Assent to Be in a Research Study
Middle School Girls and Gender Identity Construction in an After-School Writing
Workshop
You are being invited to volunteer for a research study by Ms. Mary Schreuder. Mary
Schreuder is a former middle school English teacher and a doctoral candidate at Clemson
University studying literacy, language, and culture. She is conducting the study with the
help of Ms. Natalie Thomas.
Why are we conducting this research?
The purpose of this research is to understand how middle school girls experience gender
and how writing can be used to help girls express and make-sense of their gender
identity.
What will I have to do?
Your part in this study will be to participate in the writing workshop. Writing workshops
will be audio recorded and transcribed, and your writings during the workshop will be
copied and used as part of the data collection. No information from the workshop will be
shared with your parents or teachers.
Three girls will be asked to be focal participants in the study. Being a focal participant is
voluntary and will include partaking in three 20 minute interviews over the course of the
eight-week workshop. This will require 1 hour of extra time after the workshops.
Audio/Video Recording And Photographs
All workshop sessions and interviews will be audio recorded.
Equipment And Devices That Will Be Used In Research Study
A mobile phone or external audio recording device will be used during data collection.
Are there any potential harms or risks if I take part in the research?
We do not foresee any risks or discomforts to you in this research study.
Are there any benefits if I take part in the research?
Some potential benefits of this study includes your experiences in the writing workshop,
including learning about writing and developing relationships with other girls of the same
age. Additionally, information gathered from this study will benefit literacy education by
adding to current understandings of girls’ gender identity in order to meet girls’ specific
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educational and personal needs. Also, this study will inform potential writing practices,
for both in and out of school, that create space for girls’ voices and expression through
writing.
Do I have to take part in the research?
You may tell us at any time that you do not want to be in the study. Your will not be
punished in any way if you do not take part in the study or stop taking part in the study.
Refusing or quitting participation in the study does not mean you must leave the writing
workshop. It simply means that you will no longer participate in the study which has no
effect on your workshop participation.
What if I have questions?
You can ask questions at any time during the research. You can call Mary Schreuder at
864-940-8056 if you have questions.

By being in this study, you are saying that you were given a copy of this form, have read
the form, been allowed to ask any questions, and voluntarily choose to take part in the
research.
A copy of this form will be given to you.
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Appendix H
Outline of Workshop Themes and Poems

Workshop
Number
1
Aug. 24
2
Aug. 31
3
Sept. 7
4
Sept. 14
5
Sept. 21

Topic

Poems Read

Who am I?

Fast Speaking Woman, Part 1 by Anne Waldman
Shoulda Been Jimi Savannah by Patricia Smith

Who do
famous stories
say I am?
Who does my
family say I
am?
Who do my
peers say I
am?
Who does
media say I
am?

Eurydice by Carol Ann Duffy
The Sound of Their Names by Ellen Bass
Cleanliness is Next to Godliness by Nin Andrews
For My Mother by May Sarton
Shrinking Women by Lily Myers
A Song in the Front Yard by Gwendolyn Brooks
The Swimming Pool by Thomas Lux
No Images by William Warring Cuney
When a Man Tells Me I’m Beautiful by Naina Kataria
Unibrow by Rupi Kaur
I Like the Way Stretch Marks by Rupi Kaur
Homage to My Hips by Lucille Clifton

6
Sept. 28

Who am I
now?

Gurl by Mary Blalock
How to Triumph Like a Girl by Ada Limón
Phenomenal Woman by Maya Angelou

7
Oct. 5

Who do I want
to be?

Remember by Joy Harjo
Poem for Meg by Meg Freitag

8
Oct. 12

Celebration

Poems Shared by Each Participant
Bailey: Season of the Woman by Pavana Reddy
Emma & Alice: You are More Than Beautiful by Rupi Kaur
Celia: Hope is the Thing with Feathers by Emily Dickinson
Eva: Her Kind by Anne Sexton
Thomas: For My Daughter on a Bad Day by Kate Baer
Schreuder: Song at Midnight by Lucille Clifton
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